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I would like to dedicate this book to the
memory of Susan M. Garrett who got me writing again when I had given up. I
wouldn't be where I am today if it weren't for her.


 











Chapter 1


 


 


 


The streets were dark under a
moonless sky. He moved between the shadows, dark in darkness. A perfect
night for a murder, he thought to himself, baring his meth-damaged teeth in
an uneven grin. I’ve been behaving so well… His hand strayed to the
clasp knife in his pocket. Oh, what fun I will have.


As he slid through the streets,
his gaze shifted constantly, looking for a victim. Any victim would do—he
wasn’t too particular. And when he was done, it would be time for a little
treat. He fingered the small, lumpy baggie beside the knife. Oh, yeah.
Tonight, I think I’ll splurge a bit. I’ll have to hit up my dealer sooner than
later if I do, but it will be so worth it. Takes cash though—why, lookie there—I
think I just found the answer to all my problems. His grin
broadened.


The girl on the corner was
shivering, despite a faux fur jacket; thin as a rail. Obviously, a hooker. He
could always tell. From the look of her scrawny ass, we probably have a
little something in common…I might not have to see my dealer after all. Won’t
that be a nice perk?


He glided up to her, grinning.
“How’s it going, beautiful? Aren’t you a pretty little thing?”


He chuckled to himself. Of
course, I’m lying. Geez, she’s anything but pretty. More like a worn-out
paper doll. But that makeup she’s laid on with a trowel makes it a safe bet she’ll
be taken in by it.


Sure enough, she smirked at him
like an underage schoolgirl.


“I can’t complain,” she tittered.
“How about you, handsome?”


He knew from his mirror that her
words were just as fake. “Let’s go somewhere a little more private, shall we?”


“Anything you want—but it’ll cost
you. A girl’s got to eat, ya know.”


“Sure, sure. I got what you need
right here.” He patted his pocket.


“Where do you want to go?”


“How ‘bout back there?” He jerked
his head toward the alley behind her. It was pitch black. Perfect for a nice
bit of mayhem.


She glanced back into the alley.
“It’s awfully dark in there, sugar.”


“I know where all the parts are.”
He gave her a broad wink.


Giggling nervously, she shrugged.
“You’re the boss.”


“After you, darlin’.” He gestured
her before him into the alley. This will be such fun.











Chapter 2


 


 


 


“Mom, can you pick me up? I
missed the bus…”


Brenda Barnett jerked the cell
phone from her ear and frowned down at it like it was some kind of alien
creature. What the hell?


“Mom…are you there? Can you hear
me?” Robbie’s voice filtered up from the phone, made tinny by distance.


“Who is this?” She fought to keep
her voice neutral as anger tightened her chest and constricted her throat. She
wanted to dash the phone against the wall, but that wouldn’t accomplish
anything.


“C’mon. I really need a ride.”
The voice was definitely Robbie’s…the timbre was his…the tone exact…but it was
impossible.


“Is this some kind of joke? I
don’t know who you are, but I’m warning you—” She felt the anger pulsing in her
temples, and massaged her forehead with her free hand.


“Jeez, Mom. I just need a ride!”
It was a simple enough request—one she’d gotten time and again when her
twelve-year-old wasn’t paying attention to his watch.


But Robbie had been dead for
almost a year.


Brenda thumbed the disconnect
button and slammed the phone down on the counter, clutching the edge of the
countertop, as she fought to get her anger under control. Tears slipped down
her cheeks.


Besides, there was something
missing in the voice…it was close—but not quite…Robbie. Losing a child was bad enough—having a living part of me
destroyed in an instant—without someone slapping me in the face with it just
when the hurt starts to dull.


Although she’d lost her husband
Ethan the same night—her companion, friend, lover—that ache was different than
the great hole left by the death of her eldest child.


“Mama…Mama, what’s wrong?” Daisy
wandered into the kitchen and laid a soft, pink hand on Brenda’s shoulder. “Why
are you sad?”


Brenda jumped at the touch, and then
gathered the bewildered child into her arms, burying her face in Daisy’s silky
gold curls. “I’m sorry, baby. Sometimes I just get sad.”


“’Cause you miss Daddy and
Robbie, right?” Daisy sighed and laid her head on Brenda’s shoulder. “Me too,
Mama. I miss them too.”


The four-year-old was more astute
than a little girl her age should have to be…


The phone rang again, and Daisy
started up eagerly. “Can I answer it, Mama?”


Brenda bit her lip, and then made
up her mind. Money will become an issue soon, but we can still afford a
pizza—maybe even a movie. Daisy deserves a treat, and so do I.


“Not this time, sweetie… Let’s
just go out for pizza instead.”


“Cool!” squealed the child. “Can
Maggie come?”


An image of the ragged stuffed
bear flashed through Brenda’s mind. Oh well, there are worse things.


She ruffled Daisy’s curls. “Okay,
go and get her. But hurry.”


The answering machine clicked on,
and Brenda quickly reached over and turned down the volume. She didn’t want to
deal with who—or what—ever was at the other end of the line at the
moment.


Daisy bounded back into the
kitchen, one arm in the sleeve of her favorite pink jacket, the other wrapped
firmly around the bedraggled polar bear.


Brenda helped the child into the
coat and out the door as quickly as she could, worried that she would scare
Daisy with her own unsettled thoughts.


Studiously avoiding a glance at
the side of the garage where Ethan’s convertible used to be kept, she buckled
Daisy into her car seat and pulled the station wagon into the quiet street.


“It’s getting darker, Mommy.”


“It sure is, baby. We’re having a
nighttime adventure, aren’t we?”


Daisy was right—the light was
already fading from the October sky.


Her heart clenched. Robbie
probably would have missed the bus on a day like today. He would have
been goofing off with his friends—probably tossing around a baseball, or
talking about girls…which had been a recently budding interest—and suddenly
realize the bus was long gone…and—small town or no—it was still a long, chilly
walk home. He would have called, but not anymore.


Who could have made that phone
call? Her skin crawled just thinking how much like
Robbie’s the voice had been.


Halloween is only two weeks
away, and…God…the whole dismal holiday season stretching beyond that. I’ll have
to start planning for Thanksgiving dinner soon…and then Christmas presents.


Last year, Christmas was a less
than merry occasion. The accident had been only days before Christmas, the
funeral on Christmas Eve. Poor Daisy didn’t understand why Santa forgot to
visit her, but I didn’t even think about the poor baby. At least she got the
presents I had already bought and wrapped. This year, I swear I will make it up
to her—Santa will bring her everything on her list…unless it is a pony.


“What kind of pizza does Maggie
want?” she asked aloud, glancing at Daisy in the rearview mirror and forcing a
note of banter into her voice.


Daisy lowered her head to the
bear’s battered muzzle, and then looked up at her mother. “She says cheese and
pineapple.”


“What a coincidence that she
likes the same kind you do!”


Daisy’s brow puckered, and then
she nodded her head. “Yes, it is a coinkideal. She used to like peppered roni,
but it don’t taste so good no more.”


Brenda sighed. Pepperoni was
Robbie’s favorite pizza. How many times did I watch him feed it to Daisy like
she was a baby bird? She’d shriek with laughter…she idolized her big brother
so.


Now, she wouldn’t touch the
stuff.


Robbie…her mind kept cycling back
to the thought that the call could not possibly have been real…so who could
imitate her son’s voice? And why?


No. She wasn’t going to think
about that now. She couldn’t. She had to focus on Daisy. If she dwelt on the
phone call, she’d drive herself mad.


Brenda sighed again. It’s so
hard doing it all alone. Daisy needs new shoes, and there’s an odd noise in the
transmission, and—


“Mama, look!” The strident cry
was emphasized by a point out the window, and Brenda almost ran the station wagon
into the curb as she jumped.


“What is it, baby?” She fought to
keep the panic out of her voice. Damn! I nearly ran off the road.


“Look at that skellyman!”


Brenda spared a look in the rearview
mirror as Daisy tried to twist around in her car seat. She couldn’t see the man
on the corner too clearly, but he did look extremely gaunt…almost skeletal.
What she could see of his face was a sickly pale blur in the glare of the street
lamp. He was dressed all in black, watch cap jammed down around his ears, bony
wrists sticking out of his sleeves…and he was staring after their car. Oh my
God! Why is he…nevermind. I have to keep it together for Daisy. It’s just some
homeless guy. No big deal. No big deal.


She took a deep breath and then
made herself smile at Daisy in the mirror. “It’s okay, honey. He’s just a man
who maybe needs some pizza of his own.”


Her tenderhearted daughter spun
around to face front again. “Can I give him some of mine?”


Brenda winced inwardly. I
should have known that was the message Daisy would get from that remark.
“No, not this time. I’ll bet he has pizza of his own waiting for him at home.”


“With his wife and kids?”


“Sure, baby. With his wife and
kids.”


“He looked really lonely.”


“I’ll bet he has a wife and four
kids waiting for him.”


“Five kids…no, six!”
Daisy screamed with laughter.


Brenda pretended astonishment.
“Six kids? Oh, my!”


“Down in the bone-yard,” intoned
Daisy in a guttural growl. Then she laughed again.


Brenda shot her daughter a sharp
glance. Daisy is way too interested in bones and skeletons these
days. She’s getting a little creepy. Better change the subject…


“Would you like to see a movie
after we eat our pizza?”


“In the big theater?” Daisy’s
eyes grew round as saucers.


“Yes, ma’am. The biggest one.” I
bet the movie is playing at the little four-plex, but if we are splurging, we
might as well go to the one grand old movie house left in town. I like
it better, at any rate.


The little girl clapped her
hands, the effect slightly muffled by the fact Maggie’s paw was trapped between
them. “The princess movie, the princess movie!” Daisy had been enthralled by
the commercials for the newest animated fairy tale for weeks.


“The princess movie it is.”


“I love you, Mama!”


“And I love you, baby.”


Daisy began to burble to Maggie
about the princess in the commercial.


Brenda let the child’s prattling
wash over her like a soothing wave. However bad things got, she still had Daisy
to comfort her.


Suddenly, a phrase in Daisy’s
narrative caught her attention. “…they are dead. And their bodies turn into bones
in the ground, and the worms eat them all up,” the little girl told her bear
calmly.


Brenda’s heart lurched. “Where
did you hear that, Daisy?”


Daisy cocked her head and looked
at her mother quizzically. “Everybody knows that, Mama. When you die, the worms
eat you up.”


“When you die, you go to Heaven
to live with God.”


“But God wouldn’t want those
smelly old bodies in Heaven. He just takes the souls. The worms eat the rest.”
Daisy turned her attention back to Maggie and began to croon a tuneless little
song.


Brenda felt cold inside. Daisy
is so matter-of-fact about what she’s saying, but the very thought of Ethan and
Robbie moldering in the ground is almost more than I can take.


Even though, as an adult, she
knew better, she kept trying to pretend they were just sleeping somewhere, or
better yet, whole and happy in the green fields of Heaven. Even such an idyllic
vision of the afterlife was little more than a placebo to her guilt at having
lived when they had died. If only she had been with them that evening…


But she hadn’t been, and now she
must make sure Daisy wasn’t permanently scarred by the experience. The first
step was to nip all this talk of death and bones in the bud. A child shouldn’t
think so much about those matters.


“Daisy, sweetie…you don’t really
think Daddy and Robbie are being eaten by the worms.”


“No, ‘course not.”


Brenda breathed a sigh of relief.
“That’s good.”


“The worms already finished with
them.”











Chapter 3


 


 


 


The skellyman no longer had a
name. He called himself Tom Brown, for his own amusement, and so he could take
care of day-to-day business, like rent and bills. His real name had been
stripped from him. Along with everything else.


He enjoyed being a creature of
the night now, haunting the streets and alleys of this piss-ant town by
moonlight—or even better—the dark of the moon. He tried not to show his face by
daylight any more than he had to. It was far too memorable, and the sun far too
unforgiving. It picked out too many details—painting every disfiguring scar in
bold relief. Between the scars and the meth, he was very distinctive these days…


At night, he looked almost
human—if you didn’t look too close.


Seeing the station wagon drive by
had hit him like a physical blow. He’d recognized the woman behind the wheel
instantly, of course—her and her perfect little angel. But he hadn’t expected
to be so stunned by the mere sight of them.


Wheels within wheels, turning
unbidden. Life is like that. You never know what is going to happen next.


He continued on his way after the
car was out of sight. The Angel had looked at him. Looked right at him. The Bitch
had looked straight through him, of course.


Did she even turn her head? I
don’t think so. She just glanced in the mirror in that way she has—that way of
giving her complete focus to the task at hand. Whether it’s paying bills,
driving a car, or cheering at a baseball game. I’ve watched her do all those
things.


He fingered the coins in the
bottom of his pocket. The hooker a couple of weeks ago had been carrying three
little bags of meth, but not much cash.


She must have scored right
before I found her. It took care of one problem but didn’t put too much money
in my pockets, and that is almost gone.


Hungry days had taught him to tell
by feel alone how much change he was carrying. Enough for a cup of coffee at
the nearby convenience store, he decided. He needed it to calm his nerves.
Caffeine had never been a stimulant for him, always a relaxant…like something
had been wired backward in his brain from the beginning.


Maybe I’ll treat myself to a
hot dog with it. I’ve always loved hot dogs. Hot dogs, baseball, apple pie…all
the classics.


He remembered the last baseball
game he’d attended. When the Bitch’s son had slammed one out of the park. That
kid had been a natural born athlete. He might have made a career out of it
someday. But that had all gone up in smoke…


The skellyman grinned. What a
bright fireball that was! The convertible spinning like a top on the slick
asphalt then hitting a guardrail and flying through the air, to crash in a heap
of beautiful, blossoming fire. It was glorious. Beautiful and deadly and
wonderful.


He felt himself hardening and
forced himself to calm down. One can’t walk into a convenience store with a
woodie, now can one? What would that teen-age girl behind the counter say?
She’ll call me a perv again.


Not to worry. She was on the list
in his head. He’d get around to her, sooner or later…











Chapter 4


 


 


 


He didn’t know where he was at
first. And he didn’t know why. He had been floating in darkness…and then he was
here.


It freaked him out a bit. Not
that he hadn’t been freaked out by most of the last year. But being dead wasn’t
as bad as he’d expected it to be.


He missed baseball most of all.
He had really hoped that he might one day be a pro. Sure, he was only twelve
when he…died…but he had been good for twelve. Instinctively he knew he’d been
good. He’d loved nothing more than to stand on the mound and hear the crowd
cheering. He missed that.


Death wasn’t like in the movies,
or what they taught at Sunday school. There was no chorus of angels or lolling
around all day on big puffy clouds. And there certainly wasn’t any fire and
brimstone—he had really been happy to find that out. But on the downside,
if there was no Heaven, and there was no Hell, there was also no rest. There
was only endless drifting around in the dark.


But then one night he found
himself on a street back in his hometown—he’d vaguely recognized some of the
buildings, though it wasn’t their part of town. Well, not really on the street…not
really all the way there. Just sort of misty and junk. That’s when he
knew what he was, if not why he was.


And then it was sorta cool. He
drifted along the pavement, not quite touching the ground. The street might
have been unfamiliar, but the car coming around the corner wasn’t. His heart rose
into his throat—at least metaphorically. It was his mom. His mom and Daisy.


He started forward, waving at
Daisy excitedly. Daisy waved back. She saw him! How cool was that?


He was about to step into the street
when Daisy looked past him and pointed. She said something to Mom…and he turned
to see what she was so excited about.


But then he was in the darkness
again. It was frustrating.


There was so much he wanted to
tell his mom. Not to worry about him. Not to be sad. That being dead wasn’t as
bad as he’d feared it would be in those last terrible seconds…


And he wanted to tell her the
really important thing. The thing that mattered…if he could only remember what
it was.











Chapter 5


 


 


 


 “That prince was really dumb. If
he had been paying attenshrun, he could have figured out that riddle without
any help, Mama.” Daisy’s lofty pronouncement was punctuated by her jacket
hitting the kitchen floor as she swept through to the refrigerator.


“Attention, Daisy—attention.”
Brenda sighed. “Pick up your coat and put it where it belongs. And haven’t you
had enough to eat for one night?”


“But I’m hungry,” the little girl
whined. “Maggie ate all my popcorn.”


“She did, did she? Then she’ll
have a tummy ache to go along with her stitches. Give her to me, and I’ll try
to make her feel better. It can’t feel good to have your insides coming out.”


Daisy clutched the battered bear
tighter. “She don’t want any stitches today. She feels fine.”


“I see.” Brenda made a mental
note to retrieve the bear while Daisy was at school the next day and see what
could be done about the stuffing situation. “Well then, I think you should put
her to bed for the night.”


“I’m hungry!”


“Daisy Melissa Barnett, you march
right in there and get ready for bed. It’ll be hard enough for you to get up
for school already. You’ve had more than enough to eat for one night.”


Daisy stomped her foot on the
floor and bellowed, “I’m hungry!”


Before she realized she was
moving, Brenda swatted Daisy’s plump little behind with the flat of her hand.


Daisy’s face crumpled instantly
from rage to hurt, tears welling in her blue eyes. “I’m hungry,” she whispered brokenly,
and then began to sob.


Brenda clapped her hands over her
mouth to hold back her own scream and stared at her daughter in horror. “Oh,
baby! I’m sorry.”


Daisy wailed, inconsolable.


Kneeling beside the crying child,
Brenda hugged Daisy to her. “I’m so sorry.” She dropped a kiss on curls
smelling of popcorn and bubblegum shampoo. “Want me to read you a story?”


“Th-the Great P-Pumplekin?” Daisy
hiccupped.


“Sure, baby.”


The little girl swiped away her
tears with the back of her hand and bestowed a watery smile on Brenda. “Robbie
loves that story too.”


“Yes, he did.”


It was only later, as she sat in
the rocker in Daisy’s room, a blanket-swathed Daisy enthroned on her lap that
Brenda realized the child had used the present tense about Robbie. They needed
to have another of their little talks about reality. Deal with the cold, cruel
facts.


Not tonight though, she thought with a smile, closing the book. Brenda rose and laid
her sleeping daughter on the bed. She should correct more of Daisy’s
mispronunciations, but it was such a sweet affectation. Do I have to make
the child grow up so fast?


She should discuss it with her
therapist. Elise would know if it was something to worry about.


She pulled the cover up to Daisy’s
chin and tucked Maggie in the crook of the girl’s arm.


Daisy sighed in her sleep and
cuddled the bear, shifting to her side.


What a little angel, Brenda thought, brushing the curls off Daisy’s forehead. “Thank
you, God, for leaving me Daisy,” she whispered. “I would be lost without her.”


She flipped off the light switch.
Moonlight flooded in through the sheer curtains and limned the room with
silver. Brenda clicked on the rubber ducky night-light, smiling fondly at her
little one. Lost indeed.


Daisy stirred. “Down to the devil,
roll the bones…” she muttered.


No more cable for Daisy, Brenda decided. Too much talk of bones for a four-year-old.


Brenda wandered down to her
kitchen “office.” I really should pay some of the bills.


Glancing across to the counter
beside the refrigerator, Brenda saw the light on the answering machine winking
like an angry red eye, accusing her of dereliction. As if it might bite her if
she got too near it, she edged closer, until she could see there were three new
messages on the machine.


She bit her lip. What if it’s
something important? Mom was sick last time Papa called to check up on us. I’ll
never forgive myself if I miss an urgent summons…


Taking a deep, shaky breath, she
punched the button. Nothing happened.


Then she realized she had lowered
the volume, and quickly turned it up. “…jeez, Mom. If you’re gonna be a bitch
about it—” She slammed a finger on the button to advance it to the next
message. She’d had about all she could take from the prankster pretending to be
Robbie.


“This is Mrs. Castillo from
Daisy’s school. I wanted to remind you that we will be taking a field trip on
Friday to the Day of the Dead exhibit at the cultural museum. You volunteered
to chaperone for us. If this is no longer convenient, please let me know at
your earliest opportunity. My number is 555-4304.”


Damn. She had forgotten
about that promise. But in light of Daisy’s current fascination with the
macabre, maybe it would be good to tag along and make sure she knew what was
being taught to her daughter.


The machine clicked, and the
third message began. Someone breathing raggedly into the receiver. Brenda
rolled her eyes. It has to be kids for sure.


She reached to hit the erase
button, and her hand stopped in mid-air. “…miss you, Brenny. I need you. Coming
home soon.” Despite the hollow, guttural tone of the hurried whisper, she would
know that voice anywhere. It chilled her to the core. Ethan was as dead as
Robbie. Why would anyone want to torture her like this?


She hesitated then punched the
button to turn off the machine. She wouldn’t erase the tape just yet. It might
be important if she ever found out who was doing this. Physical evidence might
make the police more receptive if it came down to that. She popped out the
mini-cassette and replaced it with a fresh tape, dropping the old one into the
catch-all drawer.


“I need a drink,” she sighed,
then glanced around the kitchen guiltily. Talking to herself aloud was another
recent development.


She pulled a can of Coke out of
the refrigerator, and the bottle of rum from the childproof cabinet that held
her “bar.” Rum and cola was the only mixed drink she could ever stomach.


She fixed the drink and took a
sip. Shuddering at the taste of the alcohol, she topped it off with a little
more soda. Much better.


Drink in hand, she moved around
the house, checking doors and windows to make sure they were secure. The voices
on the tape frightened her, but she was ambivalent whether or not she should
tell someone about them. It’s probably nothing. The police will just think
I’m a crank, despite the tape. And if I tell my parents, Papa will pressure me
again to move back home with Daisy. He doesn’t understand that I’m no longer a
little girl who runs home to Daddy when things get rough. I’m thirty-three
years old, for God’s sake.


Brenda took another sip of her
drink and squared her shoulders. She’d handle this on her own. If things got
rougher…well, then she would talk to the cops. What did she have anyway? A
couple of prank phone calls in the lead time for Halloween. They’d laugh her
out of the station house.


Setting her drink on the kitchen
table, Brenda pulled out the accordion file of bills and her checkbook. Might
as well get some things squared away while Daisy was asleep. She could drop
them off at the post office tomorrow when she took her daughter to school.


At least the house was paid for.
That had been the first thing Brenda had taken care of with the insurance
money. Daisy had a roof that would stay over her head. If things went too far
downhill, they could sell the house and get something smaller. It was a
physical nest egg that comforted Brenda a great deal.


She switched on the stereo,
letting Vivaldi flood the room with the sound of soft strings. Classical music
had always been her favorite, even when her girlfriends were going gaga over
the newest teen idol. She spread out the bills. There was still enough
insurance money left that she could still take a little time to find a job she
could live with.


Not too bad this month, she thought, sipping her drink. She’d been trying to conserve
power and—until the splurging tonight—had shied away from unnecessary expenses.
Of course, with winter coming on, the heating bill would be climbing, and Daisy
should go to the dentist before the end of the month if she could get her an
appointment.


Suddenly, an ear-splitting scream
drowned out the Vivaldi. Brenda dropped her glass, sending a fan of brown
liquid across the stack of bills.


“Mama! Mama!”


Brenda knocked over the chair as
she stood abruptly, barking her shin on the corner of the table. “I’m coming,
baby!” She sprinted to Daisy’s room.


The little girl cowered in the
corner of her bed, the coverlet clutched tightly under her chin, shrieking like
a banshee. Maggie lay forgotten on the floor.


Climbing onto the bed, Brenda
gathered her trembling child into her arms. “What is it, sweetie? Bad dream?”
Nightmares had been common visitors over the last year.


“No, no, no!” Daisy insisted,
shaking her head vehemently. “Not a dream. It was the skellyman. He follered
us, Mama! I sawed him at the window!”


Brenda felt her heart lurch in
relief. There was no way the man could have followed them all night. It
must’ve been a dream after all. Too much excitement for one day, with the pizza
and movie and our earlier spat. Just to make sure, she went to the window
and pulled back the sheer curtains.


The window was securely latched,
and there was no sign of anyone in the moonlit yard. “Honey, there’s no one
there. Look.”


“He wented away, but he was there.
I sawed him.”


“Baby, how could that mean old skellyman
know where you live? He was on the street a long way from here, remember?”


“I don’t know, but he was there.
Go look, Mama. Go look.”


Obviously, Daisy wasn’t going to
be appeased by anything less.


“Okay, baby. I’ll go look. You
stay right here, okay?” Rummaging in the bedside table for the flashlight that
was always kept there, Brenda hugged her daughter. “I made sure all the doors
are locked so nothing can get you if you stay right here.” She handed Maggie to
Daisy. “Maggie will protect you till I get back.”


“Okay, Mama. Hurry.”


Brenda kissed Daisy’s cheek and
checked out the window once more. No sign of anyone in the yard, but the room
did face the back of the house, and there was an undeveloped green belt to the
rear of the property. She’d have to go out and look.


Better safe than sorry.


She stopped at the front hall
closet and grabbed Robbie’s well-used baseball bat, kept there for emergencies.


There was probably nothing to
Daisy’s nightmare, but—on the heels of the phone calls—she was taking no
chances. She locked the front door behind her then circled the house. No sign
of an intruder as she crunched through the grass.


Standing in front of Daisy’s
window, Brenda waved at the little girl, who waved tentatively back. She
trained the flashlight on the ground, and her heart froze.


There, in the soft dirt of the flowerbed
beneath the girl’s window, were two perfect footprints. And if a “skellyman”
had left them, he wore a man’s running shoes. Someone had been standing outside
the window looking in on her baby.
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He’d been drawn to the house like
the proverbial moth…the softly lit window his flame. The Angel still slept with
a night-light, though she must be nearly five now. My, my…how time flies.


Pretty as a picture she was, with
her cheeks flushed with excitement, and that ridiculous old bear cuddled tightly
in the crook of her arm. She seemed to be playing some kind of a game with
herself—talking animatedly to thin air—but suddenly she looked right at him…had
he made a sound? And then she screamed.


A set of lungs like an opera
singer on that one. The screams cut the darkness like a knife, and he flinched
away from the window. Time to retreat. The last thing he needed was to have the
Bitch catch him in the backyard.


He stepped away from the flowerbed
onto the grass then turned and sprinted for the back fence, vaulting it in one
smooth move and fading into the green belt. The trees were thick enough no
cursory search would find him, and it was too dark for a concerted effort.


He doubted the Bitch would even
think of it. She would be too worried about her precious baby to bother
searching beyond the immediate vicinity until he was long gone.


He snaked his way deeper and
deeper into the underbrush, moving quickly and quietly. There was an eerie,
ghost-like quality to the way he moved. He’d cultivated it through lots of
dedicated practice.


The other side of the green belt
opened onto a public park half a mile away. He strolled out of the trees nonchalantly,
as if he’d just been out for a walk and stepped into the trees for a moment to
relieve himself. There was no one about this time of night. The park had a
curfew from 10:00 PM till dawn, but he wasn’t too concerned. The cops weren’t
likely to do anything more than send a squad car through now and again, and he
was an expert on dodging those.


He stepped out of the park onto a
residential street that ended in a cul-de-sac, and therefore had little
traffic. Turning toward the main section of town, he jogged off in the
direction of his tiny room. There was much to think about. Plans to be made.
Sometime soon, the Devil would call on the Angel…
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Robbie sat cross-legged on the
edge of Daisy’s bed, chin on hands as Brenda read Daisy The Great Pumpkin.
It always made him smile—though he guessed he was a little old for it now…and
supposed he always would be, even if he was stuck at twelve forever.


The paradox made his brain hurt
and he let it go. Instead, he winked at Daisy, and she giggled.


She opened her mouth to say
something, and he put a finger to his lips. Her eyes widened, but she nodded
and clamped her lips together tightly. He gave her a thumbs up. Then he folded
his hands under his chin and pretended to go to sleep.


Daisy gave the tiniest of nods
and let her eyes drift closed.


Brenda finished the story and put
the girl to bed, kissing Daisy on the forehead. “Good night, sweetheart,” she
whispered, turning off the light and leaving the room.


As soon as she left, Daisy
bounced to her knees, leaning forward eagerly. “Robbie! You’re here. How did
you get here? Why aren’t you dead?”


“I am dead, Daisy Chain—but I’ve
come back.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know for sure.” He
frowned. “I think I’m supposed to tell Mom something. But I haven’t gotten a
chance to yet.”


“But why did you call her on the tellmephone?
She was very sad.”


“Telephone,” he said automatically.
Mom had said to correct Daisy if she mispronounced something. “I didn’t call
her.” What was going on?


“I didn’t think it was you. If
you had misseded the bus, you would have walkeded home.”


“Probably true, Squirt. So,
someone called Mom and lied about being me?”


“Uh, huh. It made Mama real sad.”


“Well, I can’t call anybody. Put
your hand up.” He held up his hand.


Daisy giggled and held up her
hand like he was.


Robbie pushed forward with his
hand, and it went right through hers.


Daisy’s eyes grew wide as
saucers. “Ooooh!” she breathed. “Are you a ghost?”


He nodded.


“I never met a ghost before,” she
said excitedly. “Wait till I tell Mama!”


“Don’t tell her yet…it’s a
secret.”


Daisy nodded solemnly. “Okay. I
won’t.”


Her attention shifted, and she
looked past him toward the window. Suddenly, she let out a piercing scream.


Robbie whirled, trying to see
what had so disturbed his little sister—but he was back in the black, and he
had missed it again. He needed to know what it was she had seen. He had a feeling
it was terribly important that he did.
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Brenda paced the kitchen, running
her hands through her close-cropped hair, and leaving disarrayed spikes in
their wake. Despite the fact that she’d cleared away the mess, there was a
strong odor of spilled rum emanating from the bills laid out on the floor in
the corner to dry. What a great first impression that gives.


The stranger sat at the kitchen
table, solid as concrete in his khaki uniform, and rewound the answering
machine tape with the impossible messages on it.


A stranger! In my house. Sitting
in Ethan’s chair as calmly as if he belongs there.


“I’m sorry, Ms. Barnett—”


“Mrs.”


“Excuse me?” A dark eyebrow rose
quizzically.


“It’s Mrs. I’m a widow.”


“Sorry for your loss.” The phrase
was automatic, something a mother had ingrained in him as polite, no doubt. “I
still don’t know if there’s anything I can do for you, Mrs. Barnett.”


The slight emphasis struck her as
mocking, and she wanted to slap this complacent man who didn’t understand her.
This man sitting here in her house looking at her as if she were crazy…even if
he was kind of cute.


“Someone is harassing me. Isn’t
that illegal?”


“But there’s nothing overtly
threatening in either of these phone calls.”


“Look, Officer—” She groped for
the policeman’s name, but if he had offered it, it escaped her.


“Sanchez. Phillip Sanchez.”


“Look, Officer Sanchez, I’ve told
you. My husband and son were killed in a car accident last December. Someone is
impersonating them on that tape. My daughter saw someone standing outside her
bedroom window. There are footprints in the flowerbed. She was terrified. She’s
only four.”


Sanchez spread his hands in a
placating gesture. “I know you’re upset, ma’am, but my options are limited.
There’s no evidence of a crime here. Unless you have posted signs against
entry, or specifically told an interloper to stay away from your residence,
there’s no case for trespass. The windows show no sign of tampering.


“It could just have been a
curious stranger cutting through the backyard, or a neighbor who mistook your
house for their own. And while these calls are in bad taste, unless there’s an
overt statement of threat—”


“Mama…Maggie wants to sleep with
you tonight…” Daisy’s voice was tentative and breathless…not at all her usual
imperious tone.


Brenda spun at the interruption.
Daisy looked like a greeting card cherub with her tousled gold curls and little
bare feet. Her fingers were in her mouth, a habit she had outgrown over a year
ago. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears, and Maggie hung by her neck from the
crook of one arm. The child absolutely typified fragile innocence. Brenda’s
breath caught in her throat.


“You see how this is affecting
Daisy, Officer Sanchez? She’s scared half to death.”


Sanchez knelt before his chair
and held out his hand to Daisy. “Hi, Daisy. I’m Phillip. Pleased to meet you.”


Daisy stuck out damp fingers and
took his hand. “My name is Daisy Melissa Barnett, and I live at 105 Pine Street.
Are you a real policeman?”


Brenda winced. Maybe we should
have a little talk about the order one reveals information.


It was a good thing Sanchez
really was a policeman. If Daisy met a stranger on the street and told
him her address so readily there might be serious trouble.


“That was very good, Miss Daisy.
If you were lost, that’s just what you tell a policeman. But what should you do
differently?”


Daisy’s fingers went back in her
mouth as she thought over the question, head cocked as if listening to
something. “I should ask for proof if you are a real policeman so you won’t
follow me home if I tell you where I live.” The phrasing seemed formal for
Daisy. “To make sure I’m not telling a bad man my address.” That was more
natural.


Sanchez nodded his dark head.
“And how will you know it’s safe to ask me for help in the first place?”


“The uniform?”


“Right. What is proof I’m a real
policeman?”


She thought. “A badge, like on
TV?”


Chuckling, Sanchez pointed to his
badge. “Not quite like on TV, but that’s the right answer. A real policeman
will always have his or her badge with them.”


He drew her attention to various
features on the face of the badge. “It should have a number right here, and
this little picture here, and the name of the police precinct here. If someone
shows you a badge without one of those things, you run away. It’s better to be
safe than sorry.”


Daisy nodded solemnly. “My daddy
told me that. He’s dead though.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” the
policeman replied, and this time, Brenda sensed real emotion behind the words.


She scooped Daisy into her arms.
“Well, it’s time for you to get back to bed, little lady. You have school
tomorrow.”


“I don’t want to go back to bed,
Mama. I want to sleep with you.” There was a ragged edge to Daisy’s voice, and
the blue eyes were beginning to fill again.


Sanchez rose to his feet. “I’ll
let you get her off to bed, ma’am. Tell you what. This house is in my patrol
area. I’ll make a point to swing by as often as I can. The added presence
usually deters most casual Peeping Toms. And I’ll be able to respond quickly if
there’s any more trouble tonight.”


“Thank you, Officer. I’m sure
you’ll do your best.”


“Would you like me to call in
from time to time and check on you?”


“That would be much appreciated,”
Brenda replied, feeling a weight lift from her mind even as she shifted Daisy
in her arms. The child was getting heavier. Soon she would be too big to carry anymore.


The policeman glanced at his notebook
and then at Brenda. His eyes were the most gorgeous brown…


Brenda gave herself a mental
slap. You have no business looking at another man’s eyes, young lady!


That was the rub…she was still
relatively young, and Phillip Sanchez was definitely an attractive man.
But even if she was no longer attached, it was hardly the time to practice
picking up men, though Sanchez was imminently comforting with those liquid
caramel eyes and that dazzling smile—


—What is wrong with me?


She was not behaving like the
mother of a frightened four-year-old. She was acting like a moonstruck teenager.
She’d only just met the man for God’s sake, and it wasn’t a social occasion.
She had no business noticing how well his uniform showed off his lean, muscular
frame.


“I believe I have all the
information I need, Mrs. Barnett. I’ll check in with you in an hour or so, and
then we can decide if you need me to continue calling all night. That can be
really hard on you when you want to get some sleep, but some people find it comforting.”


“Yes, thank you. That would be very
comforting—to us both.”


“Well, I’ll let you get the
little one to bed. Don’t worry. I’ll be watching out for you.” He flashed her a
grin, and then he was gone.


Brenda fastened the chain across
the front door, threw the deadbolt, and then leaned against the barricade for a
moment, dazed by her reaction to Sanchez. She definitely needed to get
out more.


Daisy stirred in her arms, and suddenly
her weight seemed to double. Yes, it wasn’t going to be long before Daisy
graduated from the “pick me up and carry me” class.


Adjusting her grip on the
sleeping child, Brenda carried Daisy into the master bedroom and laid her on
Ethan’s side of the king-size bed. It was more bed than Brenda needed any more,
but something stopped her from getting rid of it…just as Robbie’s baseball
uniform still hung in his closet waiting for game day. She kept telling herself
she needed to go through things and donate what was usable to charity, but she
still hadn’t managed to bring herself to do it.


Brenda tucked the covers around Daisy
and drew herself a hot bath. It’d been a very stressful day. A capful of
her favorite bubble bath perfumed the steamy air of the room with vanilla and
roses. Ethan had always teased her about her Victorian tastes.


Easing into the warm water was
like sinking into her own private spa, and she closed her eyes, imagining she
was in some tropical paradise with cabana boys waiting to hand her a glass of
something cool and fruity.


I’m here under the protection
of Don Carlos Mendoza, the fiery Spaniard who owns all the coffee plantations
for two hundred miles. I am his personal companion, and he dresses me in
diamonds and little else…


Brenda giggled at the fantasy.
She’d have to remember this one. Maybe she should write one of those steamy
romances her mother always hid under the sofa cushions when someone came into
the room.


It felt good to be silly for a
change. Ethan will never let me live this one down…


The mood shattered into a million
soap bubbles as the aching loss in her heart once more jarred her into reality.
She sighed and rinsed off both the virtual and physical bubbles.


Slipping into the T-shirt and
panties she slept in, she crawled into bed next to Daisy and picked up the book
she’d been trying to read for the last several weeks. Sanchez struck her as a
man of his word, so there was no point in trying to sleep until he made his check-in
call.


One call was probably enough,
though. She’d overreacted to Daisy’s distress. Those footprints could have been
there for ages. She would tell Sanchez he didn’t need to check in again.


We’re both big girls now. We
can take care of ourselves.


She gazed over at Daisy fondly.
The girl lay sprawled on her back, one chubby fist tucked under her cheek. Her
face was lightly flushed, and her eyes moved beneath their lids.


Wonder what she’s dreaming
about, Brenda thought to herself. Hopefully
princesses and pizza.


Negating that hope, Daisy began to
mutter in a guttural voice, “Down to the bone-yard…that’s where we sleep.
Cradled in a coffin…six feet deep.”


Brenda felt ice shoot through her
veins. Why is Daisy suddenly so fixated on death? Maybe it’s merely a
delayed reaction to the accident? It’s started only recently…


The shrill of the phone beside
the bed jolted her attention away from Daisy. She snatched it up. “I’m so glad
you called, I—”


“—almost home, Brenda. Can’t wait
to see you again. To touch you, to hold you, to fu—” She slammed the receiver
into the cradle, burying her face in her hands.


The phone rang again. She stared
at it a moment, as if it were a poisonous snake, and then reached down and
yanked the cord from the wall.


Breasts heaving, she clutched the
jack cord in her hand.


The phone rang again.
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It took her a moment to register
that the ringing phone was not the landline, but her cell. A wave of relief
washed over her. A call at this hour might be bad form, but at least it wasn’t
coming over a dead line.


She picked up the cell phone from
the bedside table and punched the button. “Hello?”


“Are you all right, Mrs.
Barnett?” Sanchez’s voice held an edge of concern that she found extremely
comforting. “I tried to call your main line, but I got a busy signal.”


Taking a deep breath, she told
him about the latest call. “I guess I overreacted by pulling the cord out of
the wall, but it really spooked me…”


There was a long pause from his
end of the line. Finally, he spoke. “That still isn’t an overt threat,
particularly if you cut him off, but it does sound like the situation’s
escalating. I don’t like the feel of this.”


“Does that mean you’ll do
something?”


“My hands are pretty well tied on
this, ma’am. There are very specific procedures in place. Our force is also
stretched pretty thin, especially at this time of year. All I’m authorized to
do in a case like yours is what I’m doing—and, to be honest, I’m stretching the
tether a bit already.”


Another pause. “Can I give you a
bit of advice?”


“I’m open to suggestions, officer.”


“Go to your local pet store and
get yourself a dog. A barking dog has been known to deter all number of
potential intruders.”


Brenda shook her head, and then
realized he couldn’t see the gesture. “I don’t think so, Officer Sanchez. I
have a small child, and a guard dog—”


“It doesn’t have to be your
typical guard dog like a Shepherd or a Doberman, ma’am. A yappy Chihuahua or
Pomeranian works just as effectively as a deterrent and, besides, it would give
Daisy something alive to play with. Teach her responsibility to care for an
animal. A win-win situation.”


Put that way, the idea did seem
like a sound one. She could take Daisy with her to pick out the creature after
school. She did agree that pets could add a lot to a child’s life. She’d just
always been a cat person herself—despite the fact that her mother’s allergies
had never let her have one of her own as a child.


“Good advice, officer. I’ll see
about it tomorrow.”


“All right then. Do you want me
to call again tonight?”


She thought about it. There was
something so reassuringly male about his voice.


No, Brenda! Pull yourself
together. This is a police officer, and he has more important things to do than
hold your hand.


“No…no, I should be fine. I’m
going to turn off the cell and try to get some sleep.”


“I’ll check in with you tomorrow
then.”


The thought sent a flush of
warmth through her. She mentally scolded herself again—this is not a boy
from school calling to chat you up. This is a policeman doing his job, she
reiterated to her hormones. She had to keep drumming that into her brain. “I’d
like that.”


“You get some rest now.”


Was she imagining the concern in his tone? She must be…


“Thank you, Officer Sanchez. You
too.”


She broke the connection and then
powered off the phone. The world would just have to get by without contacting
her for the rest of the night.


Daisy shifted in her sleep. “You
missed the princess movie, Robbie…but there was kissing…”


Brenda felt a pang of grief. Daisy
misses her big brother so. Perhaps a dog is just what she needs. Something to
love that can love her back. Maggie tries, but she’s just a stuffed bear.


Grinning at her own foolishness,
Brenda switched off the light and lay back amongst the pillows. God knows she
could use something to love…


Brenda lay in the darkness and
thought about that statement. Sometimes she woke up in the middle of the night
aching with need. She and Ethan had always shared a healthy appetite for sex,
and she had to admit she missed the physical intimacy almost as much as Ethan’s
laughing face. They had met in her first year of college and married a few
weeks later—a real whirlwind courtship, but it had felt so right. Ethan was so
charming…


She’d been a virgin on her
wedding night, and Robbie was born less than a year later. Her entire sexual
being had been wrapped up in Ethan Barnett, and now she wasn’t sure what to do
with herself.


“Is it cold in the bone-yard?”
Daisy murmured in her dream.


Or what to do about Daisy’s new
fascination with bones.











Chapter 10


 


 


 


Robbie stood in the door of the
bedroom, peeking in at the sleeping figures. How he missed them.


There was a stir on the bed, and
Daisy blinked up at him drowsily. Her eyes widened, and she popped up like a
jack-in-the-box. She opened her mouth to call out, and he put his finger to his
lips instantly. She obeyed without question.


He beckoned to her, and she slid out
of bed, tiptoeing over to him.


“You’re back!” she whispered
excitedly.


“Shhh…come with me,” he answered.


Daisy nodded, and they slipped
down the hall to the kitchen. “Let’s make Mom some breakfast,” he said softly.


“Cool!” she squealed, immediately
clapping her hands over her mouth.


“We have to be quiet, or she’ll
catch us before we’re done. Understand?”


“Uh-huh.”


He waved his hand over her head,
as if ruffling her hair, and she pulled her head away.


“That tickles, like the wind,”
she said, wrinkling her nose in an unconscious imitation of her mother.


“Sorry. It’s hard to concentrate
sometimes.” He made an effort and looked down at his hands. They solidified.


“What are we going to make?”
Daisy asked, dragging the step-stool over to the counter.


“How about pancakes?” he replied.
It was one of the few recipes he’d ever learned.


He remembered the first time he
made them for his mom. He’d been older than Daisy, but since he was here to
help her, it should be okay.


“That sounds perfect!”


“Okay. You get the eggs and milk
out of the fridge. I’ll get the skillet.”


She nodded, yanking open the
refrigerator and pulling out the things he asked for. She carried them over to
the counter and climbed on the stool, pulling the canister of flour forward.


“Can you hand me a bowl, Robbie?”


He was concentrating with all his
might to move the skillet to the stove, but when that was done, he lifted down
the bowl she asked for. It was getting easier to be solid…but he still couldn’t
do it for very long.


The lid to the flour canister
stuck, and when he finally managed to jerk it loose for Daisy, flour puffed up
to settle all over the counter and floor. He looked down at the little girl
with a grimace. “We’ll have a lot of cleaning up to do,” he whispered.


“Uh-huh,” she agreed, head
bobbing.


They grinned at each other.


He told her how much milk to pour
into the measuring cup, and she very carefully did so, tongue between her
teeth. He couldn’t remember exactly how many eggs were called for, so they
broke six into the mixing bowl and added the milk and flour.


Daisy was doing most of the work.
He was finding it harder and harder to maintain any kind of solidity.


She poured some of the batter
into the skillet. “Is that enough?”


He looked down at it, head cocked
in thought. “That should do to start,” he answered. Putting his hands down on
the counter to boost himself up, he started to reach for the syrup.


“Can you hold this a minute?”
Daisy asked, thrusting a plate at him.


He stepped back from the counter
and took it…but it fell right through his hands with a thunderous crash of
broken china. “Shit!”


Daisy’s eyes widened. “I’m going
to tell on you! That’s a bad word!”


Before he could reply, he heard
Mom cry out Daisy’s name, and the sound of someone coming down the hall.


“I gotta go!”


It wasn’t time yet. He hadn’t
remembered what he was supposed to tell his mom.


“But, the pamcakes!” Daisy
protested.


“I gotta go!”


The last thing he saw as he let
himself slip back into the darkness was Daisy clambering up on the stool and
reaching for the syrup. Then he was back in the black.
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The alarm went off far too early
the next morning, filling the bedroom with bubblegum rock and booting her out
of a lovely dream where she and Ethan finally took the kids to Disneyland. It
had been on their to-do list…


Brenda scowled at the cheerful
red display, but it didn’t back down. She took out her frustration by bashing
the off button with her fist then rolled over to wake up Daisy—a notoriously
heavy sleeper.


The little girl was gone.


Brenda bolted upright in bed, her
heart thundering in her chest. “Daisy…?”


There was a loud crash from the
direction of the kitchen.


“Daisy!”


Throwing back the bedclothes,
Brenda started out of bed. Her foot tangled in the sheet, and she almost
pitched to the floor, but she caught herself on the corner of the bedside table,
which dug painfully into her palm.


“Daisy, answer me!” She hated the
panic in her voice. She would scare the little girl if she wasn’t careful.


“I’m in the kitchen, Mama,” Daisy
yelled cheerfully. “I’m making you breakfast.”


Some of the terror drained away…to
be replaced by a rueful acceptance. Daisy’s ideas of proper breakfast food
seldom meshed with her own.


Extricating her foot from the
tangled sheet, Brenda grabbed her robe and hurried to the kitchen. The scene
there stopped her in the doorway, staring.


Daisy stood on tiptoe on the
step-stool, reaching out at a precarious angle for the pancake syrup kept in
the cabinet beside the stove. A carton of eggs rested on the counter beside the
child, and a milky measuring cup was tipped on its side, dripping residue onto the
tile floor. Bits of a broken plate littered the space under the stool, and
there were floury handprints everywhere.


“Daisy, honey,” Brenda focused on
keeping her tone even and controlled. “What are you doing?”


“Making you pamcakes, Mama.”


It registered on Brenda’s dazed
senses that there was a scorched stench to the air, and she stepped forward to click
off the stove and remove her best skillet from the electric burner. The mess at
the bottom was charcoal black.


“Daisy, what has Mama told you
about the stove?”


Daisy’s lip trembled. “It was a surprise.”
Tears welled.


Only an ogre would scold at a
time like this.


“I know you were trying to do
something nice, baby. What a big girl you’re getting to be. Thank you for the
thought.”


She gathered the little girl into
her arms, kissing the top of Daisy’s head. “Tell you what. Let’s you and I go
get some real pamcakes.”


Tears forgotten, Daisy squealed.
“With strawberries?”


“Whatever you like. But first, we
have to hurry and get dressed because if we don’t, you will be running late for
school and we won’t have time.”


“Okay, Mama.” Daisy started to
hop off the stool.


“Whoopsie, Daisy—let me carry you
to the hall, baby. I don’t want you to step on that broken plate.”


“Sorry about the plate, Mama.
Robbie dropped it.”


Brenda froze.


“Daisy, honey, you know that
isn’t true.”


“Yes, it is, Mama! I told him to
hold it just for a minute, and ke-rash.” She stuck her tongue out. “He is such
a clutch.”


“Klutz,” Brenda whispered.


The words were so matter-of-fact.
The child’s chipper acceptance of what she was saying chilled Brenda to the
bone.


Perhaps she should ask Elise
Fairbanks for the name of a good child psychologist when she went to her
session this morning. I thought Daisy was doing so well, but these last few
days have seen such a regression…


“Pamcakes, Mama?” Daisy prompted
impatiently.


“Sure…sure, baby.” She set the
child down in the safety of the hallway. “Now you run along and get ready. Wear
that green dress we talked about last night. And don’t forget to brush your hair.
Now scoot!”


As soon as Daisy was out of
sight, Brenda began cleaning up the mess in the kitchen. She should be dressing
herself, but she’d just throw on sweats. Who cared what she looked like? She
sure wasn’t dressing to impress these days.


She returned the eggs to the
refrigerator, making a mental note to add them to the grocery list. Daisy had
apparently used at least half a dozen. And there was less than a quarter carton
of milk left when she checked.


She sighed as she wiped the spilled
milk off the tile. Wasting food was becoming a habit…and it would have to stop.
So would going out to eat every time Daisy got upset. There would have to be an
end to that too. The insurance money needed to last as long as possible.


Straightening, she tossed the
soggy paper towel in the trash and surveyed the remainder of the kitchen, hands
on hips. She couldn’t stomach leaving all this flour everywhere. How did
Daisy get it open, anyway? It’s difficult enough for me to open. There’s
no way that little girl could have gotten the lid off on her own…


She shook her head. What other
explanation was there?


Pulling the broom out of the
pantry, Brenda swept the broken plate into the dustpan and dumped it into the
trash. It had been one of her favorites, from the bright yellow casual china
that was a wedding gift from Ethan’s grandmother. Losing it broke the fourth
place setting. They wouldn’t be able to—


—and we don’t need to. Another one of those moments that drove home the loss with a
sledgehammer.


“Almost ready, baby?” she called
to Daisy.


“Uh-huh.”


“Okay. Mama is going to change,
and I’ll be right with you.” The kitchen would have to wait after all.


She had started for the hallway
when something registered in her peripheral vision. Frowning, she turned to the
counter. The floury handprints were everywhere…and there were definitely two
sizes of prints.
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 “It was the oddest sensation. I
mean, I know there has to be a logical explanation for what I thought I saw,
but I haven’t a clue what it is.” Brenda curled her bare feet up beneath her on
the couch. It was one of the things she liked best about Elise Fairbanks’
office—the informality of it. “I snapped a picture with my phone, but it
doesn’t have great resolution. I can’t tell if I was right or not.”


She felt safe and comfortable
here with Elise. She had balked at the idea of a therapist when her father had
first suggested it, but now she thought of these weekly sessions as an oasis in
the chaos of her day-to-day scrambling. And as long as the insurance continued
to cover them, it seemed like money well spent.


“Did these handprints frighten
you, Brenda?”


A smile tugged the corner of
Brenda’s lips. Mad, Sad, Glad, or Scared: the therapist mantra.


According to Elise, all human
emotion could be grouped under one of these four archetypical categories. At
first, she’d thought the notion simplistic, but in the last year, she had come
to understand and support the belief. Breaking things down to their core level
like that made them easier to handle and accept.


“In a way…I guess it was the
inexplicable nature of the thing. I mean, I know Daisy was alone in the kitchen—I
don’t think for a moment that someone snuck into the house—but some of those
prints were at least half-again as large as the ones she made. What do you
think?” She pulled the phone from her purse and handed it to Elise with the
picture in the display.


“I can’t see any difference
myself, but you are right about the resolution.” The therapist handed back the
phone.


Brenda shook her head. “Just
weird.”


“What do you plan on doing about
it?”


“Well, I had a disposable camera
in the junk drawer, and I took some photos with that before I cleaned up. I’m
hoping they might be a little clearer. I dropped the camera off at the
supermarket on the way over. I know non-digital is rather anachronistic these
days, but it was all I had, since the phone camera wasn’t doing the job.


“I thought I would show them to Officer
Sanchez and see—”


“Is this the policeman you spoke of?”


Brenda felt a rush of warmth to
her cheeks, as if her grandmother was questioning her about a new beau. “Yes.”


Dr. Fairbanks’ eyes twinkled and
she leaned forward in her chair. “Now that is a most intriguing reaction. I ask
about your policeman, and you blush like a schoolgirl. He interests you, this
young man?”


“I don’t know if I would say
that, Elise. I just met him last night. And he was just doing his job. The
circumstances were hardly social. But he does seem like a very nice man…”


“Nothing wrong with acknowledging
an attraction, my girl. Even if you never act on it. Even if you never see
this man again. Do you understand what this means, Brenda?”


The therapist reached over and
patted Brenda on the knee. “This is the first time in all our work together
that you have talked about any man except Ethan with more than a passing
reference. This is a big step forward for you—a very important step. You are
beginning to move on with your life, Brenda, and that is a natural thing, a
healthy thing.”


Brenda twisted her fingers
together in her lap. Then why do I feel like I am betraying Ethan?


“You think so?” she said aloud.
“I really do miss Ethan with all my heart…but I feel so alone.”


“And that makes you feel…?”


“Sad,” Brenda groaned, rolling
her eyes.


“Good girl.” Dr. Fairbanks
settled back in her chair. “Now, what about this dog idea?”


 


By the time Brenda picked up
Daisy from school, she was looking forward to the trip to the pet store. Talking
it over with Dr. Fairbanks and a quick call to her parents had convinced her
that a puppy was just what Daisy needed. The thought of a little warm bundle of
life in the house made Brenda realize she needed it just as much as her
daughter did.


The little girl bounded out to
the car and tossed her backpack in the rear seat. Brenda helped the child strap
into her car seat. “Did you have a good day at school?”


“Yep.” Daisy nodded vigorously.
“Tomorrow is the trip to the field, Mama. Don’t forget.”


It took a second to decipher the
comment as a reminder about the Museum Field Trip the next day. “I promise I
won’t forget, Daisy. I’m going to come with you. Won’t that be fun?”


“Sure.” A dazzling smile was her
reward. “Now we’re getting a puppy?”


Brenda laughed. “That’s right,
honey. What kind of puppy do you want?”


Daisy cocked her head in that odd
new gesture. “Something little and fuzzy…but Robbie wants something with a lot
of teeth.”


Swallowing hard, Brenda pretended
to think about it. Dr. Fairbanks had told her this behavior was fairly common
in a child who had lost a sibling—sort of a variation on the invisible
playmate. Better to humor her for a few days and see if it doesn’t clear up
on its own.


“Well, something cute and fuzzy
might not have all its teeth yet. Let’s wait and see what they have at the
store.”


She pulled the station wagon into
the parking lot outside the big chain pet store. She would rather have gone to
a little Mom-and-Pop, but a few calls around town had indicated it was a slow
time for litters. Everyone she talked to recommended checking the chain, so
here they were. She had been assured that there was an adoption event this
afternoon, and she should have a fair number of puppies to choose from. It was
either this or the shelter—but that would only lead to a stop here for food and
accessories anyway, so she hoped to kill two birds with one stone.


Helping Daisy out of the car, she
led the little girl into the warehouse-style building. It was one of the retail
models referred to as a Big Box design—square, squat, and ugly. But beyond the
doors was a swirl of color and sound that took her breath away. Aisles
stretched as far as she could see, filled with gourmet pet food, chew toys,
and—for God’s sake—designer dog clothing. The twitter of birds, barking of
dogs, and squeaks of rodent wheels turning cascaded around her. There was a not
unpleasant odor to the air Brenda couldn’t quite put a name to.


“Mama, look!” Daisy tugged at her
hand, pointing to a cage of brightly plumed birds in the center of the store.
“Aren’t they pretty? Can we go see?”


Laughing, Brenda let herself be
dragged forward. “We can look, baby, but no birds. They are way too messy for
our house.”


“I just want to see. Oh! Look
there!” A cage of ferrets diverted Daisy’s attention from the birds. “What are
those?”


Brenda knelt before the ferret
cage, resting Daisy on her knee. “Those are called ferrets. Aren’t they funny
looking?”


“They are so long and slinky. And
they stink.” Daisy’s little nose wrinkled.


“Yes, they do. So, no ferrets
either.”


A sharp bark rang out through the
store, and Daisy’s head went up. “My puppy! Mama, my puppy is calling me.”


“Well then, let’s go meet him.”


They walked back to the wall of
glass-fronted cubicles where the dogs and cats up for adoption were kept. Daisy
made a beeline for the cage where a shaggy white spaniel scrabbled against the
glass, whining and barking.


“My puppy, Mama. My puppy!” The
little girl was almost shrieking with excitement.


A teenager in a red store polo
shirt came around the corner of the glass wall. His name tag read Paul. “He
sure seems taken with you,” the boy said, tousling Daisy’s curls.


Normally, the child would have
complained about such treatment, but now, she pressed her nose to the glass of
the cage and made cooing noises at the puppy, which licked the glass in return.


Brenda glanced at the tag beside
the cage and winced. My name is ____________ read the card; I’m
ready for adoption. I want to go home with you. I’ve had my shots and I’m
neutered. It is only $90 to adopt me.


Brenda looked at the other cages.
All of them had similar tags, but this puppy was the only one who didn’t have a
name written in black marker in the blank. “Why isn’t this one named, Paul?”


The attendant shrugged. “Beats
me. They usually come in with one, but sometimes we have to make them up. This
one just came in this morning. Guess they haven’t got around to naming it yet.”


“My puppy wants to go home now,”
Daisy announced. “We have things to do.”


Brenda sighed. Ninety bucks was a
lot for a dog, but at least he’d had all his shots, and he was already
neutered. “We’ll take him,” she told Paul. “What else will we need?”


With Paul’s help, they gathered up
a sack of dog food, a rawhide bone, and a cushioned dog bed to go with the
puppy. He assured them that all of this was essential equipment for making the
dog feel at home.


“And you’ll need a carrier for
him. Makes it easier to get to the vet and such.”


“I’m gonna be carrying him,”
Daisy said firmly.


Paul squatted in front of her.
“Sometimes it might be better to have his own little house to move around in.
Makes him feel more comfortable.”


Daisy thought about it, head
cocked. “Okay,” she acceded at last. “If it’ll make Bones happy.”


Brenda was reaching up for a carrier
when Daisy spoke. Her hands froze in mid-air. “What did you say, honey?”


“If Bones’ll be happy in the
little house, Mama, we should get one.”


“That’s a funny name for a puppy,
kiddo,” said Paul, tousling her curls again.


Daisy jerked her head away with a
haughty sniff. “It doesn’t matter if you like it or not. You won’t be seeing
him again, so what do you care?”


“Daisy! Don’t be rude.”


Paul stood up with a strained
smile.


“Don’t worry about it, ma’am.
She’s just excited about the puppy. I understand completely. I’ll go bring…Bones…around
for you.”


Brenda shuddered. What is
Daisy’s newfound fondness for bones about?


Maybe she could talk the child
out of the name logically. Surely the constant reinforcement of calling the dog
‘Bones’ wouldn’t be a good thing.


They trailed Paul back to the
cages. Daisy danced impatiently from foot to foot as the boy disappeared into
the Employee’s Only area.


A soft mewling caught Brenda’s
attention, and she looked down. The lower tier of cubicles to her left held
cats, and a little black and white kitten was standing at the front of its cage
staring up at her. It mewed again. She bent down to look more closely.


The tag on the kitten’s pen read:
My name is Mask. I want to go home with you. I’ve had my shots and
I’m spayed. It’s only $50 to adopt me.


Oh, what the hell? Brenda thought. In for a penny, in for a pound.


It would be nice to have a cat
around the house.


She saw Paul reaching for Bones,
and tapped on the glass to get his attention. She pointed to Mask, and he
nodded.


Daisy looked over at the kitten
and turned up her nose. “I hope Bones doesn’t eat it,” she commented
matter-of-factly. “He’s got lots of teeth.” She smiled.


It was not a pleasant smile.
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Bones proved to be a whiny puppy,
and it took three trips to the Internet before Brenda found enough tricks to
get him to sleep long enough for Daisy to drift off. Mask, on the other hand,
curled up in the pocket of Brenda’s sweater and was a little purring ball in
seconds.


She stuck her hand in the pocket
and stroked the kitten’s soft fur. It rewarded her with a sleepy mew, and a
lick on her hand, then went back to sleep. What a dear little creature,
she thought with a smile.


Stepping carefully, so as not to
wake the kitten, Brenda peeked around the corner of Daisy’s door. The child was
fast asleep, lying on her side. Bones was on the bed, his head resting on
Daisy’s knee.


A flash of irritation shot through
Brenda, and then she sighed. She had made it plain the dog was not to climb on
the furniture…but what the hell? If it gave Daisy comfort, that was what
mattered.


The puppy rolled his big brown
eyes in her direction. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be on the bed, but he
didn’t care. That was the message in those eyes. This one might prove to be
trouble.


She didn’t understand dogs. She
knew most people thought they were loving and demonstrative, but give her a
purring kitten any day for affectionate company. You knew for sure when a cat
was happy. A dog’s smile might be gas.


Brenda took a cup of hot herbal tea,
her book, and Mask to bed with her. The kitten tucked herself into a ball on
Ethan’s pillow, yawned delicately, and was fast asleep again before Brenda
found her place in the book.


It wasn’t long before Brenda
joined the kitten in sleep.


 


“Mama! Eeeww. Mama!” Daisy’s
peremptory cries woke Brenda a split second before the alarm went off, adding a
cacophony of rock and roll to the din.


Disoriented, Brenda struggled to
sit up, dislodging the kitten, which had been sleeping on her chest. “We’ll
have to discuss that, Miss Mask,” she scolded as she set the ball of fluff
aside and grabbed for her robe.


“Mama, hurry!”


“I’m coming, Daisy.”


The note of disgust in Daisy’s
voice had somewhat prepared her for the sight she beheld upon entering the
bedroom, but the stench was amazing. The source of the stench was in the center
of Daisy’s bed. In a large, neat pile.


“Bad dog!” Brenda snapped,
clapping her hands sharply.


Bones slunk off the bed.


“Mama, that’s nasty,” Daisy
announced, fat tears rolling down her cheeks. “Bones—”


“I can see what Bones did, Daisy.
We’ll just have to make sure he gets walked right before bedtime.”


“But it’s on my bed!” the little
girl sobbed. “It’s on my bed! That’s gross.”


“It will be okay, Daisy. It’ll
wash out of the covers.”


“I can’t use those covers anymore,
Mama. Eewww.”


Brenda ran her hand through her
hair. She could see Daisy was upset, but replacing the bedclothes would be
expensive—and unnecessary. She had to draw the line somewhere.


“It’s all part of having a dog,
Daisy. Dogs make messes. They have to be trained. But we can’t afford to throw
those covers away. We’ll take them to the cleaners so they’re all nice and
clean. Okay?”


Daisy’s lip trembled, but she
nodded.


Good. Brenda didn’t know how she
was going to work a trip to the cleaners into her day, but she would figure
something out later. For now, priorities were cleaning up the immediate mess
and getting Daisy to school on time…for the field trip!


Damn it, why did that have to
be today?


Wrinkling her nose at the smell,
Brenda disposed of the pile of feces by dumping it in the commode then stripped
the bed, piling the covers on top of the washer until she had time to get to
the cleaners. “We’ll find you new covers tonight before bed, Daisy. Get a move
on now. It is almost time to leave for school, and we have the field trip
today.”


“To the museum?” Daisy hopped off
the bed and stood before her closet, inspecting her wardrobe eagerly. “Mrs.
Castillo says we are going to the museum.”


“Yes, honey.” Brenda shooed the
puppy out into the fenced backyard.


Fenced. The thought struck her
like a blow to the heart. Whoever was outside Daisy’s window the other night
had to work to get there. She shivered.


Bones whined, but Brenda hardened
her heart. “If you hadn’t gotten so creative, you might have spent the day in
the garage, mister.”


She glanced up at the sky. It
looked to be a beautiful day. “You’ll be fine,” she promised the dog, filling
his food and water bowls on a corner of the porch.


It still left her feeling
slightly guilty when she went inside and left Bones with his nose pressed
against the glass door of the porch. No, she couldn’t chance leaving him cooped
up inside while she was gone.


Mask, on the other hand, had
taken to the litter box like a pro the first time she was set into it the night
before. Brenda wasn’t at all worried about leaving the kitten in the house for
the day. She set out Mask’s food and water in the pantry, and then went to get
Daisy dressed.


 


Thirty minutes and a toaster
pastry apiece later, Brenda pulled the station wagon up to the school entrance.
She hustled Daisy into the building. They were running later than she would
have liked due to Bones’ unexpected present that morning.


“Thank you for coming, Mrs.
Barnett,” Mrs. Castillo said, with a quick, harried smile. “I don’t know what I
was thinking to schedule this for a Friday. The children are so hyper today.”


“What can I do?”


“Well, I’m going to say a few
words first about what we will be seeing on the trip, and then we’ll be loading
into the bus. If you can sit in the back of the bus for me, that would be
great. I conned my brother into coming along to help chaperone. I wish more
parents would show interest like you do.”


Brenda felt a stab of regret.
Most parents were probably at work about now or home with younger children.
Only a few were without outside responsibilities like she was.


She followed Mrs. Castillo into
the classroom, and stood in the back while Daisy went to her desk. Her little
social butterfly was soon laughing and talking with her friends. From various
gestures and gales of laughter, Brenda was sure that Bones’ exploit would be
the talk of the class for days.


“Settle down, boys and girls,”
called Mrs. Castillo from the front of the room. “I need to talk to you before
we leave. Five, four, three, two…”


By the time she got to “one” the
room was silent, and twenty attentive little faces drank in her every word.


Some people are natural
teachers, Brenda thought with a touch of envy. Such
a wonderful gift.


“Now, class, today we’re going to
the Cultural Museum. Does anyone know what ‘cultural’ means?” She wrote the
word on the chalkboard.


A little boy raised his hand. “My
mom says that plays and junk are cultural.”


Mrs. Castillo hid a smile. “Yes,
Tommy, that is one meaning of cultural. Anyone else?”


No one volunteered another guess.


“Well, the museum we are going to
today deals with a little bit different kind of cultural. The fancy definition
is ‘denoting or deriving from or distinctive of the ways of living built up by
a group of people.’ But what that really means in our words is those
things that join a group of people together. Remember when we talked about the
Indians and their dances?”


Several heads bobbed. Brenda
marveled at their comprehension. They really seemed to understand the concepts
Mrs. Castillo was discussing, and most of them were not yet five.


Just goes to show that we
sometimes underestimate what our little ones do and don’t understand…Brenda thought.


“That was one kind of culture.
Can anyone think of another example now?”


Tommy’s hand danced in the air.


“Yes, Tommy?”


“My gramma is from Ireland, and
she tells a lot of stories about leprechauns and stuff. Is that culture?”


“Yes, it is, Tommy. The stories
and myths of a group of people are very much part of their culture.”


“Bullfighting?”


Mrs. Castillo stifled a sigh.
“Yes, Davy, that is culture…though not all culture seems good to people outside
of it. Many people feel bullfighting should be stopped entirely. It’s painful
to the bulls and dangerous to the matadors.”


“What about songs?” murmured a
lovely, dark-eyed girl. “My grandpa used to sing me songs at bedtime he said
were passed down from the slaves in the olden days.”


“Yes, the slaves formed their own
culture in this new world they found themselves brought to. It was a way for
them to hold on to the beliefs of the lands they came from. Very good, Helen.
Anyone else?”


No one else volunteered anything,
so Mrs. Castillo turned back to the chalkboard and wrote clearly Songs, Dances,
Stories, Sports in a neat list. “We’ll see if we can add more when we get back
from the museum. One of the main things we will be seeing today is an exhibit
on the Mexican culture. How many of us are Hispanic?” She raised her hand.


Davy raised his hand, and several
other children scattered throughout the room.


“Can anybody tell me some things
that are part of our culture?”


“Besides bullfighting?”


Brenda admired Mrs. Castillo’s
restraint.


“Yes, Davy, besides
bullfighting.”


“Cascarones?”


“Very good! Does everyone know
what a cascaron is?”


Little heads shook all over the
room. Brenda was curious herself. The word sounded vaguely familiar, but she
couldn’t quite place it.


Davy blurted out. “A cascaron
is an egg that’s been emptied out and filled with confetti. They’re painted
bright colors and they’re in the stores around Easter time. People smash them
over each other’s heads.”


Mrs. Castillo laughed. “Very
good, Davy. Maybe we can make some in class next spring.”


“Cool!” echoed throughout the
class.


Hopefully the eggs will stay in the school if they do, Brenda thought. What a
potential disaster that could be! I’d hate to have to clean up after them…


“Now, there’s something very
special coming up soon in the Mexican culture. It’s a celebration where the
Hispanic community honors our loved ones who have died. This is what we’ll be
seeing at the museum today, an exhibit on this tradition. Does anyone know what
it is called?”


“Día de
Muertos,” answered Davy, his little hand bobbing in the air.


“Right, Davy. Day of the Dead.”


Brenda felt a chill shoot down
her spine.
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Twenty excited, chattering
children surged out of the classroom toward the waiting bus. Daisy was holding
hands with Irish Tommy and whispering in his ear.


What is that all about? Brenda wondered as she followed her daughter
onto the bus and sat at the rear of the vehicle.


“Is this seat taken?” The voice
was amused, and teasingly familiar.


She looked up into the gorgeous
caramel eyes of Phillip Sanchez.


“You’re—”


“—the brother. Yeah. I didn’t
know you were going to be along on this three-hour tour.”


“Should be interesting.” She
glanced down at her hands, feeling suddenly shy.


Then her head whipped up. “Oh!
Guess what? I got that puppy.”


“Great! What did you get?”


“It’s a spaniel. Not sure what
kind exactly—it’s all shaggy white fur and feet like hot pads at the moment.
Barks a lot though.”


“That’s the main thing.” Sanchez
laughed.


“Daisy insisted on naming it ‘Bones’.”
Brenda’s brow wrinkled at the thought. “I don’t know what this obsession with
death is all about.”


Sanchez looked down at her, face
grave.


“Don’t you? Mrs. Barnett, she feels
their loss as strongly as you do, but she isn’t as equipped to deal with it.
This is probably her way of coping with death, to become fascinated by it.”


“Guess this field trip should
help then,” replied Brenda with a little grimace of distaste. “What perfect
timing.”


“Día de Muertos actually
is quite fascinating, Mrs. Barnett. Before the Spaniards Christianized the
pagan societies of Mexico and Central America, it was observed in what is now
August, and it ran for a month of feasting and celebration. Most of the time,
it’s a one-day event in this country, but in many regions of Mexico, it’s
divided into El Dia de los Angelitos on November 1st,
recognizing the little ones who have died, and El Dia de Muertos on
November 2nd commemorating the adults.”


“A day just for the children…?”
Her mind conjured a picture of Robbie in his baseball uniform, that engaging
grin on his face—the one that reminded her so much of Ethan.


Sanchez placed a hand on her arm.
Warmth spread from his touch.


“Maybe this field trip will do
you both some good.”


They spent the rest of the brief
ride in silence, but Brenda was very aware of his presence on the seat beside
her. She felt a little like a schoolgirl with a secret crush. She really needed
to get a handle on these reactions.


When they arrived at the museum,
she was swept up in the flurry of activity associated with getting twenty
children to form a line and move into the building with some semblance of
decorum. Luckily, the museum seemed very “kid-friendly” as they walked through
the big double glass doors into the heart of the exhibit.


Mariachi music spilled from
speakers on each corner of the open space, and eight-foot-tall caricatures of
skeletons dressed in formal period clothing danced to the music, raising
squeals of delight from the children.


A colorful square made of Mexican
blankets lay in the center of the floor, and a smiling museum curator in a
serape stepped between the dancing skeletons and clapped for attention. “Buenas
dias, boys and girls. Please come and sit down so we can talk about a few
things.”


Brenda helped Sanchez and Mrs.
Castillo herd the children to spots on the blankets then stood behind the class
with the other adults. She noticed that Daisy was watching the gyrating
skeletons with rapt fascination.


The music died, and the dancers
ground to a halt. The gray-haired curator gestured to the figures behind her.
“These skeletons are known as calaveras. Sometimes they are named Catrin
and Catrina. Don’t they wear funny clothes?”


The children nodded and laughed.


“She’s very good,” Brenda
whispered to Sanchez.


“Yes, I know,” he whispered back.
“She’s been telling these same stories for years.”


Brenda looked at him skeptically.
“And how would you know that?”


“She’s my mother.” He put a
finger to his lips, but his eyes were twinkling.


Mrs. Sanchez continued, “The calaveras
have become the most famous symbol of Día de Muertos. When most people
think of the Day of the Dead, the skeleton is what comes to mind. But there are
other things that are a part of the celebration, and we’re going to look at some
of them today. I’ll ask you not to touch anything unless I say it’s all right,
is that a deal?”


The children solemnly promised.


“After I show you the things you
can’t touch, I’ll have a surprise for you all.” The diminutive woman beamed
down at the children.


Brenda trailed after the children
as they followed Mrs. Sanchez into a side exhibit. Each wall of the room
sported a themed altar.


“These are some examples of the
altars that are used to honor the dead. Can anyone tell me what an altar is?”


Daisy’s friend Tommy raised his
hand. “It’s the table where the priest says stuff at church.”


“That’s a good definition. The
important part is that it’s a place of worship and honor. These altars are a
little different. They aren’t in a church. These are examples of the kind of
altars people build in their homes for their loved ones who have died. Usually,
they’re for friends or family members, but sometimes they’re just for people
someone wants to remember.”


She led the class to a lavish
velvet-draped table with an electric guitar in a place of prominence. Scattered
around the base of the guitar were bright yellow marigolds and a handful of
Elvis CDs. “This altar was created by one of my staff who’s a big fan of Elvis
Presley. She put some things she thought he might have liked on it.”


Mrs. Sanchez pointed out a model
of a convertible and a pair of blue suede baby shoes. “People usually leave
food on an altar, but since the museum is closed on weekends, we decided just
to put the empty boxes.” She pointed to a chicken bucket. “This was supposed to
be one of Elvis’ favorites.”


The next table was draped in a
colorful serape similar to the one Mrs. Sanchez was wearing. She laid her hand
atop a gilt-framed photograph of an older gentleman with an engaging grin and
waving gray hair. “This is the altar I made for my husband.” Again, there was
the scattering of marigolds. “You see these flowers that are on both of the
altars we’ve looked at? We use them because they have a strong scent.” She
picked up one of the bright flowers and held it under each little nose. “Smell
that?”


The children nodded, faces rapt.


“The scent is supposed to be
strong enough to pull the dead back to the site of the altar so they can see
the offerings their loved ones have given them. People also burn candles to
light the way, and sometimes put out soap and a hairbrush so the loved one can
freshen up after their journey.”


“What did you put on it to make
it special for your hubband?” asked Daisy.


Brenda’s heart clenched. She
could guess where this would be going…but maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad
thing.


“Besides my favorite picture of
him, I put one of our whole family together.” Mrs. Sanchez picked up another
frame and turned it toward the children. “Do you see anyone here you
recognize?”


“Mrs. Castillo!” chorused the
class in ragged unison.


“That’s right. She’s my daughter.
And here is my son, Phillip.” She pointed to the photo. “You’d never know he
grew up to be that big policeman over there.” She pointed at Sanchez, and
Brenda hid a grin at the look on his face.


“I also put a bottle of his
favorite wine, and a box of the little cigarillos he loved to smoke. And here
is the medal he won in the army.”


She adjusted the photographs in
the display, and then led the way to the final altar.


“This altar is to honor the
memory of my assistant’s little girl.”


The altar was draped in a soft
white baby blanket, and the picture that held the place of honor was of a
toddler with baby-fine hair and a gap-toothed smile. Brenda’s heart went out to
this unknown mother.


A pristine teddy bear sat beside
the photo, and Brenda mentally compared it to Maggie. This bear had never
gotten a chance to be loved almost to death. Tears threatened to climb the back
of her throat, and she cleared it roughly.


She felt Sanchez’s hand give her
arm a reassuring squeeze. The man has the eyes of a hawk!


She smiled up at him tremulously.


“Now, children, we have a special
treat for you. One of the most famous traditions of Día de Muertos is
the giving of candy skulls personalized for the recipient. Now, that was a lot
of big words. Can anyone guess what all that means?”


“Personalized means with your
name on it,” offered Tommy the Encyclopedia.


Well, if Daisy has a
boyfriend, at least he’s a smart one.


“Right. And a recipient is the
person you give something to. And since we here at the museum knew who would be
coming to see us today, we made something just for you.”


She led the whispering children
into a room behind the exhibit halls. The refrigerator and vending machine
against the back wall and the counter with a double sink told Brenda this must
be the staff break room. Sitting on the table in the center of the room was a
covered tray.


“Everyone sit down at the table,”
Mrs. Sanchez ordered. The children scrambled for chairs. “Adults too,” prompted
the curator, with a twinkle in her eye that reminded Brenda of Sanchez.


He pulled out one of the
remaining chairs for her, and then pushed it in once she had seated herself. He
snagged the chair next to her and sat down.


With a flourish, Mrs. Sanchez
uncovered the tray. It was filled with small white skulls. Even though she had
been expecting it, the sight turned Brenda’s stomach.


With the help of Mrs. Castillo,
the curator passed out the sugary treats. Each one had a child’s name on it,
and the little ones giggled with delight.


“For you, Phillip,” said his
sister, passing him a skull with a smile. “And for you, Mrs. Barnett, in
appreciation for all your help.”


Brenda looked down at the candy
skull, and her blood turned to ice. Scrawled on the forehead was the name
Brenny—a nickname that only Ethan had known.











Chapter 15


 


 


 


 “Is something wrong?” Mrs.
Castillo looked from her face to the skull in Brenda’s hand. “What in Heaven’s
name…?” She looked at the final skull left on the tray.


“Oh, dear. I am so terribly
sorry.” Holding up the last skull, she chuckled ruefully. “It looks like they
mixed up our names when they did these two. Must have been the last ones.”


The skull in her hand read Penda.


“I told them Brenda and Penny,
but they must have heard me incorrectly. I should have been formal and gone
with Mrs. Barnett. I am so sorry your treat is spoiled.”


“No problem,” Brenda answered
automatically. Was it a mistake? Or was some cosmic joke really playing out at
her expense? She had had about all she could take of this craziness. Her nerves
were at the breaking point.


The voices on the phone came back
to her: “Geez, Mom. If you are gonna be a bitch about it—”; “—almost home,
Brenda. Can’t wait to see you again…”


She shook herself. No. She
couldn’t think about it anymore. Someone thinks all this is funny. It’s just
some big joke. It has to be…


As the children munched happily
on their sugar skulls, Mrs. Sanchez showed them a slide show of famous calaveras.
The costumes on some of the caricatures were very ornate.


Phillip Sanchez leaned over in
the semi-darkness and whispered, “Is everything all right?”


“Of course. Why do you ask?”


“Because you looked like you’d
been handed a poisoned apple when Penny gave you that skull.”


“Just a little mistake with the
food coloring, that’s all.”


“You sure everything’s okay?”


She smiled up at him.


“Thank you for the concern, Officer
Sanchez, but everything’s fine.”


“You know…you could call
me Phillip—since we have broken skulls together and all.”


She rolled her eyes.


“Seriously, Mrs. Barnett…Brenda.
I’d really like to get to know you better.”


Brenda felt her cheeks growing
hot.


“I hardly think this is the time
or place to discuss this,” she murmured, staring down at the skull in her hand
with distaste.


“I’m a take-action kind of guy. I
see something I want, I go for it.”


“And that line gets you dates?” Raising
an eyebrow, she glanced up at him. “I’ve never really played the dating game,
but that sounds a bit lame to me.”


He grinned.


“Sometimes it works, sometimes it
doesn’t.”


There was something about this
man that appealed to her. She couldn’t deny it. Even the sound of his voice
made her feel all warm and safe. Maybe it is time to move on with my
life.


“Would you like to come to dinner
tomorrow night?” she asked him.


“I’d love to. I’m off duty at
five.”


“Good. I’ll plan for…six-thirty?”


“Sounds good to me. Can I bring
anything?”


Just those gorgeous eyes and
that sexy laugh, Brenda thought then gave herself a
mental shake.


“That won’t be necessary.”


The lights came back to full, and
Brenda leaned away from Sanchez. She wasn’t quite ready to commit to ‘Phillip,’
even in her own head.


Mrs. Sanchez and her assistants
passed among the children, handing out black and white line drawings of male
and female calaveras in their fancy costumes.


“Let’s see what you can do to
help dress these poor skeletons,” said the curator, setting a basket of markers
and crayons in the center of the table. “You’ll have twenty minutes to decorate
your picture, and then we’ll let my handsome son over there pick which one’s
the best.”


She pointed at Sanchez.


He protested loudly, shaking his
head. “Too hard to choose. Don’t make me.”


The children laughed, and began
grabbing for their favorite colors. Brenda watched Daisy labor over her
picture, tongue tucked into the corner of her mouth as if it would steady her
hand. Where had that notion come from…people do it all the time…is it really
any help?


When time was called, the
children swarmed Sanchez, clamoring to have their picture evaluated first. With
the finesse of a true diplomat, the policeman declared a twenty-way tie as to
the best skeleton.


Brenda mouthed “chicken” at him,
and he nodded vigorously.


She laughed. This man was good at
making her laugh. She liked that. It’d been far too long since she was happy.


After all, how long is one
supposed to grieve when your world is destroyed in a flash of fire?


She’d heard of widows who never
remarried, never even dated again after the death of their husbands. But the
thought of living the rest of her life alone terrified her… On the other hand,
was she merely responding to the first man who was nice to her? Was she
attracted to Phillip, or just the thought of a man?


She almost canceled the dinner,
but thought better of it.


This is for me, damn it! I deserve it. It’s my turn.


The final surprise of the field trip
was a skeleton stick puppet for each of the children to take home. Brenda
pretended pleasure as Daisy showed her the gaudily dressed female she’d been
given. The calavara gave her the creeps.


“Can I put it on my bully board,
Mama? Please…” Daisy wheedled.


“We’ll see when we get home,
Daisy.”


“I can’t wait to show Bones.” Suddenly
the child gave a bark of laughter. “Show Bones the bones, get it? Get it?”


“I get it,” Brenda answered, more
sharply than she intended.


Daisy’s mouth dropped open, and
then her lip began to tremble. Brenda gathered the little girl into her arms.


“Sorry, precious,” she soothed.
“Mama didn’t mean to snap at you. I-I’ve just got a bit of a headache is all.
She’s a lovely puppet. I’ll put it on your bully board when we get home.”


“And my picture too?” Daisy
sniffed, holding up her coloring project.


“Sure, baby.” Brenda studied the
drawing.


Daisy had always shown amazing
eye-hand coordination for her age. She rarely strayed outside the lines when
coloring. The dancing couple was resplendent in bright pinks and greens with
flashes of yellow.


“That’s really beautiful, Daisy,”
Brenda murmured. Even though the mere sight of it sent a shiver through her.


The ride back to the school was
uneventful. Sanchez sat up front with his sister, leaving Brenda feeling a bit
bereft. She listened to the children chattering on about the field trip and
wondered how the reinforcement of all this death would affect Daisy.


I’ll take it up with Elise…she told herself, and the decision made her feel better.


Because of the field trip, the
class was getting an early dismissal, and Brenda helped Daisy gather her
things.


“Can Tommy come home with us and
meet Bones?”


“My mom doesn’t care,” offered
Tommy eagerly.


Brenda took a deep breath. She
wasn’t sure she was ready to start handling the dating scene in her own life,
much less that of a four-year-old.


“Today isn’t a really good day
for it, Daisy. Maybe some other time.”


“But I want to show Tommy all the
tricks I taught Bones.”


Brenda looked at her daughter in
bemusement.


“You just got him yesterday.”


“He’s real smart.”


Then teach him not to shit on
the bed, Brenda thought to herself.


Aloud she said firmly, “Not
today, Daisy. I’ll see if I can talk to Thomas’ mother and set something up
soon.”


Daisy pouted.


“See you tomorrow night,” Phillip
Sanchez called as she and Daisy made their way to the waiting station wagon.


Brenda felt herself blush as she
nodded, painfully aware of the concerned expression on Mrs. Castillo’s face.


“Looking forward to it.”


“How come he gets to come over?”
Daisy protested as she was led toward the car.


Brenda snuck a look back at
Sanchez. His sister was confronting him as Brenda helped Daisy into her car
seat.


Well, tough toenails. We’re
big enough to play on our own now. Supervision not required.


A giggle welled up in her throat
at the analogy.


“What’s so funny, Mama?”


Big ears…


“Nothing, honey. Just thinking
about something.”


“Why is that policeman coming to
our house again, Mama? Is there something wrong?”


“No, baby. He’s just coming to
have dinner with us.”


“But why?”


“Because I think it would be nice
to say thank you to him for taking care of us the other night,” Brenda
improvised. “And for talking me into getting a dog. It was his idea, you
remember.”


“Oh! Bones will want to say thank
you too.”


I’ll just bet he will, Brenda thought. Hopefully not all over the man’s shoes.


On the way home, she stopped to
pick up the packet of pictures she had forgotten to retrieve the day before. A
few other items at the grocery store for Saturday’s dinner, and then Brenda sat
Daisy down in front of the TV while she finished cleaning up the morning’s
mess. She hated using the idiot box as a babysitter, but at least Daisy was
watching a movie and not network television.


As she remade Daisy’s bed, Brenda
let her mind wander to the upcoming dinner. Phillip—okay, there…in her mind, at
least, the transition was made…he had ceased being Officer Sanchez somewhere
around the dancing skeletons—struck her as a meat and potatoes kind of guy. She
hoped the steaks she’d picked up would be satisfying. She seldom bothered with
expensive cuts of meat anymore. Daisy would just as soon have hot dogs, and it
hardly seemed worth the fuss when she was cooking for herself…


“Mama! Mama! Hurry!”


Daisy’s shouts galvanized her
into action. She ran for the living room, barking her shin on the corner of the
dresser as she bolted from the bedroom. Limping toward her daughter, she saw
the reason for Daisy’s distress.


Bones stood on the back porch,
head proudly tilted to one side. At the sight of Brenda, he dropped what he
held in his mouth and gave a sharp bark, as if looking for praise.


Brenda’s heart sank into her
shoes. How did she explain to a four-year-old the nature of a hunting spaniel?


“Mama! Mama, is it okay?”


One look at the motionless bird
was enough to tell her it was definitely not okay.











Chapter 16


 


 


 


Brenda finally got a hysterical
Daisy to calm down long enough that she could go out and dig a hole for the
bird. It was no use trying to explain the dog was only doing what came
naturally. To be honest, she felt rather better about the puppy knowing that it
had a touch of the killing instinct. A timid, cowering shadow made for a lousy
guard dog. At least he was showing a little spunk…it was just too bad Daisy had
seen it.


Bird buried, Brenda now sat in
Robbie’s old beanbag chair in front of the sliding glass door to the porch,
Daisy on her lap. She shivered a little, and pulled a blanket up over both of
them. It was chilly outside, but the door was open—with the screen across it.
Bones had his nose pressed so hard into the screen that it was indented into
the room.


“Now, are you going to forgive Bones,
Daisy? He didn’t know he wasn’t supposed to play with the birds. Sometimes a
puppy plays too hard with a bird, and it gets…”


“Dead.”


Brenda sighed. “Yes, dead. He
didn’t mean to.”


Daisy stared at the puppy; tear
tracks still visible on her cheeks. “That was a bad thing, Bones. Bad.”


The puppy lowered his head to his
front paws, butt in the air, tail wagging furiously.


“He’s very sorry, Daisy—see?”


Daisy giggled. “He looks funny,
Mama.”


The bubble of laughter lightened
Brenda’s heart. She had worried that Daisy might never be able to forgive the
dog for…well, being a dog. It was good to know things would be all
right.


“You want to go hang your
pictures on the bulletin board now?” she asked softly.


Daisy nodded, casting aside the
blanket and scrambling to her feet. “Yes, Mama. I want to decormate, for Hallyween.”


“Decorate, darling.”


Good lord. Halloween is only
two weeks away. I’ll have to hustle to get Daisy a nice costume this year. I’m
not about to skimp on any more holidays.


“What do you want to be for
Halloween this year, Daisy?” She emphasized the correct pronunciation of
Halloween, hoping that it would sink in without overt corrections. She didn’t
want to be constantly making a big deal of Daisy’s mispronunciations. They were
so precious…and she was only four. She’d outgrow it.


“A skellyman!” Daisy shrieked,
with no hesitation whatsoever.


Great.


“Wouldn’t you rather be the
princess from that movie we saw the other night?”


“Nope. Want to be a skellyman.”


“All right,” Brenda conceded with
a sigh. “I’ll see what we can do.”


Daisy skipped toward her bedroom,
the drawing and puppet clutched in her chubby fists. “Come on, Mama. I’ll show
you where they should go.”


They tacked the pictures to the
bulletin board, and Daisy nodded in satisfaction. “Beautiful!”


That wasn’t the word Brenda would
have chosen, but she wasn’t the one they would be staring down on at night. She
hoped the skeletal decorations wouldn’t give Daisy more nightmares.


“So, Daisy Melissa, what shall we
do tonight?” Friday night…once upon a world, she would have called her parents
to watch the kids overnight and she and Ethan would have…


No good going down that road.


“Can we play Space Invaimers?”


Fragments flashed through her
mind: Ethan carrying in the old cocktail cabinet video game three years ago
Christmas; Robbie’s face when he saw it; the boy patiently teaching his little
sister how to work the controls so he would have someone to play with. It had
been a terrible extravagance—the game was an original restored to pristine
condition. The machine had cost almost as much as her car.


But Robbie loved it so. He
played it almost daily.


The machine had sat idle most of
the last year. Brenda wondered if it was a good thing or a bad thing that Daisy
suddenly wanted to play with it.


“Sure, baby. If that’s what you
want.”


“Yay!” Daisy clapped her hands.


“Just let me make some dinner
first, okay?”


“Hot dogs?”


“Excellent choice.” When would
Daisy not choose hot dogs if left to her own devices?


“Be right back. You can let Bones
in for a few minutes if you want to.”


Brenda heard the screen sliding
back as she went into the kitchen. It was good to know that the dog’s little
escapade hadn’t turned Daisy completely against him. She wanted him to be a
playmate for the girl.


Speaking of playmates, she thought to herself, where is Mask?


She called to the kitten as she
got out the hot dogs and set them in the microwave. There was an answering mew
from the pantry, and she found the kitten sitting beside its empty food bowl.


“Oh, my. Did I forget you this
morning?” She could swear she hadn’t, but how much food could a kitten eat in
one day?


She scooped half a can into the
bowl, and Mask fell to with a will. Brenda stroked the kitten’s soft fur. “I’m
sorry, baby. I’ll try not to let it happen again.”


The kitten looked up at her and
purred then dove back into the food bowl.


Chuckling, Brenda pulled the hot
dogs out of the microwave and made two for Daisy—just buns, no junk—and two for
herself.


They ate while watching a rerun
of The Simpsons.


Brenda didn’t watch the news much
anymore. She figured if anything terribly earth-shattering occurred, someone
would mention it. Day-to-day, she didn’t want to deal with it.


“Tell you what, baby girl. Why
don’t you put on your nightie before we start playing? That way you’ll be all ready
for bed when the time comes.”


“Okay, Mama. You put on your
nightie too.”


Why not?


“All rightie. We’ll have us a
slumber party.”


Slipping into the oversized
t-shirt she wore as a nightshirt, Brenda shooed Bones into the backyard for a
few minutes, hoping to avoid a repeat of last night’s performance.


She poured Daisy another small
glass of juice—hoping that it wouldn’t lead to a bed-wetting either—and got a
soft drink for herself then filled a plate with cookies.


This will be fun.


Careful not to spill anything,
she carried the refreshments into the playroom. Daisy was already waiting for
her.


Brenda set the tray of goodies
down on the low coffee table and took a moment’s stock of the room. Robbie had
loved this room. From the basketball hoop mounted on the closet door to the
widescreen TV with the game console hooked up to it.


The ping-pong table was covered
with a film of dust. She should make a point to clean in here more often. The Space
Invaders console sat in a place of honor in the center of the room. Its
bright yellow paint looked a little tawdry to Brenda, but then, it still
worked, and Robbie didn’t.


Daisy hopped up on one of the
chairs placed beside the cocktail cabinet. “Play on my side, Mama. Help me.”


“All right, baby.”


She lifted Daisy into her lap,
and hit play. Although once a functioning arcade machine, the mechanism had
been altered so it didn’t require any quarters to play. She had teased Ethan
that leaving the game intact might be a sure way to get Robbie’s college money,
considering how much the boy played.


The waves of marching invaders
started their inexorable march down the screen, and Daisy laughed maniacally as
Brenda tried to maneuver the little spaceship across the bottom and blow them
up. It was difficult, to say the least, with Daisy blocking half of her view,
but the little buggers were “blowing up real good” as Robbie had been wont to
say.


“Hurry, Mama, hurry! That one is
too low!” Daisy pointed at the marauding bug, and Brenda fought to shoot it off
the screen.


She missed. The screen filled
with the little aliens.


“Again, Mama. Again!”


“Okie dokie. We’ll try it again.”


She hit the button, and the intro
music started. ONE PLAYER OR TWO PLAYER appeared on the display.


Brenda frowned. That hadn’t come
up the last time.


She went to press ONE PLAYER, and
the game started before she could hit the button. She watched, frozen, as the
screen divided into two halves, and the little armies started down…one set
heading toward her and Daisy, one set heading toward the empty stool across
from them.


Daisy twisted in her lap to look
up at her. “Mama…?”


Brenda’s hand shook as she
reached for the controls. Some glitch. She must have hit the button by
accident. Oh well, they could still play their half.


The unmistakable sound of
shooting came from the other side of the screen. Sections of alien bugs were
being wiped off the face of the display.


On their side, the bugs marched
inexorably down towards their little ship, but Brenda couldn’t move.


The score display flashed,
mounting higher and higher.


“Mama, what’s happening?”


“I don’t know, baby. I think the
machine is broken. Let’s get away from it, okay?”


Daisy frowned at Brenda, and then
her face cleared. “I know! I bet Robbie is playing too,” she commented. “It was
his favoritest.”


The matter-of-fact tone sent a
chill through Brenda.


She scraped back her chair,
hugging Daisy to her as the game continued to play itself.


“Mama,” Daisy protested. “It’s no
problem. He’s just showing off now.”


Brenda couldn’t drag her eyes
from the mounting score. Stepping away from the console, she hit the coffee
table and knocked the drinks to the floor. The splash of cool liquid made her
jump.


“Daisy, sweetie, I want you to go
to your room now. I’ll be there in a minute.” She set the little girl down in
the doorway.


“What about Bones?” Daisy wailed.


“You can let him in, baby, but
then go wait in your room.”


Daisy ran down the hallway. There
was the sound of the screen sliding back, and then the pad of bare feet, dog
and human, as Daisy and Bones scurried for the girl’s bedroom.


Brenda edged around the game
console, with its flashing display, and grabbed the electrical cord. Must be
some short in the system. It shouldn’t be left plugged in.


She really should sell the damn
thing anyway. It never got used anymore. A collector would pay a goodly sum for
the darn thing.


She pulled the plug from the
outlet.


The game continued to play. Now,
the noise of the little aliens moving down the screen took on a keening edge
that grated on her nerves. The music grew louder and louder. There was a final
screech of alien victory, and the lights dimmed.


Heart in her throat, Brenda moved
to where she could see the screen. The high score board was displayed. As she
watched, the letters R J B blinked into view in the number one position. Robert
James Barnett.
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He couldn’t help himself. The Space
Invaders game had always been a magnet for him. Hearing the familiar sound
effects, he’d been drawn to the playroom. Mom and Daisy were playing on one
side of the table, and he sank down onto the opposite stool.


He watched the little aliens
marching down the screen, and called encouragement. Of course, Mom couldn’t
hear him, and Daisy was too caught up in the game to pay him any attention.


When the game ended, he reached
forward without even thinking and started it over in TWO PLAYER mode. His
fingers flew on the controls as he concentrated on destroying the little
aliens. He was happier than he could remember being in months.


The score mounted higher and
higher, the glowing numbers flashing in the corner of the display as the
marching aliens slipped down the screen. He didn’t register the horror on his
mother’s face, or the budding smile on Daisy’s as they watched in stunned
fascination.


His concentration totally focused
on the game, he didn’t realize that even Daisy couldn’t see him when he wasn’t
projecting for her. He didn’t see his mother send Daisy from the room. He just
kept playing, fingers flying faster and faster.


He heard Mom behind him, and then
the game dimmed. But he was concentrating so hard it continued its play with
barely a pause. The aliens flashed faster and faster. He’d never scored this
high ever!


He heard a strangled cry from his
mother and it broke his concentration enough for one of the aliens to finally
get through his defenses.


“Aww, geez,” he muttered.


Then the High Score screen
flashed up and he shrugged. At least he could record his victory.


Proudly, he entered RJB in the
top spot. How cool was that! He’d been trying to beat Dad’s highest score for
years.


The empty room registered on him
at last. Where had Mom and Daisy gone? He really needed to talk to his mother.
He wished she could see him like Daisy could when he concentrated.


He wondered in passing why that
was. What was it about his sister that let her see him when nothing he tried
could get Mom to sense his presence?


He had to figure it out…and it
better be soon.
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Brenda couldn’t stop shaking.


She sat in her parents’ brightly
lit kitchen with a mug of steaming coffee clutched in her trembling hands, and
couldn’t regain control. The rich aroma of the coffee spiraled up from the cup,
and she tried to focus on it, but all she could see in her mind’s eye were
those three letters blinking on and off.


“Daisy is out like a light,”
commented her mother, coming back into the yellow kitchen after putting the
child to bed in the guest room. “Now, let’s see if we can make some sense out
of your story this time.” She eased into the chair across from Brenda, reaching
out to place a hand on her daughter’s arm. She patted it briefly then pulled
back, as if unsure the contact would be welcomed.


Brenda looked over the rim of her
cup at the placid, gray-haired figure in her pink chenille bathrobe. “I told
you, Mom. Something’s wrong with my house. I—I think it’s haunted.”


“Sweetheart, that’s just crazy
talk. How can your video box play by itself? There must be some sort of
explanation.”


“There is. Something’s wrong with
my house.”


Mary Fullerton threw up her hands
and scraped the chair back from the table. “You talk to her, George. She isn’t
making any sense.”


A resounding sneeze echoed in the
quiet room.


“Excuse me,” Mary apologized.
“It’s that cat.”


Brenda glanced down at the kitten
sleeping peacefully in her lap. Tough toenails.


There’d been no way she was
leaving her fur-baby behind in that madhouse. Bones was happily exploring the Fullertons’
backyard, but Mask was too young, and too little, to be thrown outside. Her
mother could suffer for one night. They’d be gone in the morning.


George Fullerton sat in the chair
his wife had vacated and studied his daughter. “How’re you doing, kitten?”


“Not too good, Papa.”


He reached across the table with
those big workman’s hands and took one of hers, cradling it gently between his
own. “Honey, I know what you think you saw. Is it possible you were mistaken?”


She shook her head vehemently.
“No, Papa. I pulled the plug on that damn machine, and it was still playing.”


Her mother shook her head with a tsk
of disbelief. Brenda felt her cheeks grow hot. Sitting here in the bright yellow
kitchen, with its green countertops and brown appliances—like some giant
sunflower, she had always thought—the whole thing seemed less real. But her
hands still trembled from the memory.


She gulped down a mouthful of the
hot coffee, steeling herself to speak. “I don’t have any logical explanation
for it. But it scared the crap out of me.”


“Brenda—language!” Mary’s tone
was laced with shock.


“I think the situation calls for
a little language leniency, Mary,” George replied, patting Brenda’s hand. “You
did right to come here, kitten. In the morning, we’ll take a look at the
machine. May just need to tweak a circuit.”


Brenda shook her head. “No, I
want it gone, Papa. I don’t want that thing in my house anymore.”


“Okay, sweetheart. I’m sure we
can find it a good home somewhere. It’s a nice piece of equipment. I remember
how excited Ethan was when he found—oh, Christ. Me and my big mouth.”


Mary opened her mouth to protest
the epithet—but bit back the comment at a look of warning from her husband.


Brenda felt a small smile curve
her lip. Home never changes, does it?


She swiped at her tears with the
back of her free hand. “No, Papa, you’re right. He loved that thing, and so did
Robbie. But I can’t risk there being something dangerously wrong with it. Not
with Daisy in the house. She’s all I have left. If something were to happen to
her—”


“Don’t you worry your pretty
little head about that,” George drawled, in his best Roy Rogers imitation.
“I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”


Smiling at his teasing, Brenda
nodded. “I knew I could count on you, Papa.”


“Always was wrapped around your
little finger,” sighed Mary, arms folded across her ample bosom.


“I’m tired. I think I’ll go to
bed.” Brenda transferred the kitten from her lap to her shoulder. “Thanks for
letting us stay the night. I didn’t know where else to go.”


“You’re always welcome here,
Sunshine,” George replied.


Mary sneezed. Loudly.


 


Brenda couldn’t sleep, despite
the familiarity of being back in the bed she had grown up in. Daisy was out
like a light, thumb firmly planted in her mouth.


She looked down at the child
fondly. If only I could sleep like that. Without a care in the world…


Maybe a cup of hot milk would
help calm her nerves. She shuffled down the hall to the kitchen, to find Mary
sitting at the table, a wad of tissues before her, and a mug in her hands.


Brenda flushed. “I’m sorry…I
didn’t know you were up.”


“It’s all right, Brenda Elaine.
Just having a bit of trouble sleeping tonight. Allergies kicking up.”


She gestured to the chair
opposite her. “You have a seat. I’ll heat you up some milk.”


“I can handle it—”


“Nonsense. You’ve had a bad day.
Scare like that will wear on a body.” She pushed her chair back. “Sit down.”


With a sigh of acquiescence,
Brenda sank down on the indicated chair, running her hands through her hair.
This was more than she could take. If she didn’t find out who was behind this
mess soon, she’d go crazy.


Mary stirred milk in a pan on the
stove—no microwave for her.


“Brenda…” she began tentatively.


“Yes?”


There was a curious note in Mary’s
voice…Brenda could almost believe it was concern.


“I know we don’t always get on,
but I just want you to know you can always come home if you need to. I miss
that boy of yours every day. I know it must be terribly hard for you to lose a
child like that. When you were a little girl, it was my greatest fear—that
something might happen to take you away from us. Maybe that’s one reason why
I’ve always held you at a bit of a distance. But you’re my child, and if
you need us, we’re here for you.”


Brenda leaned back in the chair,
shaken by the revelation. Her mother had never spoken to her like this in her
life. “Thank you, Mom,” she said softly.


Mary set a mug of warm milk in
front of Brenda. “I’m going to bed. Breakfast will be at seven.” She turned and
walked out of the room.


Brenda stared after her
retreating form. The milk sat cooling on the table before her, forgotten.


 


In the daylight, the whole thing
seemed kind of silly. Surely, she’d been mistaken. Electronic devices could
develop all sorts of glitches. There must be a logical explanation for what she
thought she’d seen. Or so she kept telling herself, despite the certainty that
there wasn’t churning deep in her gut.


“Morning, Sunshine.” George
greeted her entrance into the kitchen with that same gravelly growl that had
made her feel safe and happy growing up in this house.


A child deserved that feeling of
protection. Daisy was being shortchanged by life.


“Morning, Papa,” she replied,
some of her cocoon of well-being leaching away at the sight of her mother
banging pans at the stove between ostentatious applications of a tissue to her
red nose. “Morning, Mom.”


Mary sniffed.


“Is there anything I can do to
help?” Brenda asked automatically, knowing Mary would rather be shot than have
someone else fiddling about her kitchen.


“You can go tell the baby it’s
time for breakfast. And make sure she washes her hands. She’s out back playing
with that dog.”


How long did I oversleep? Brenda wondered. If the whole house is dressed and stirring, it
must be later than I thought.


She stole a glance at the
sunflower clock on the way out of the room. Almost eleven. Normally, she would
be thinking about lunch for Daisy about now, not breakfast, but it wouldn’t
hurt to skip one meal today. She’d fix the child a snack later in the
afternoon, and they would be having a big dinner.


Dinner! Oh, God!


She’d totally forgotten she was
having a guest. She had so much to do before Sanchez arrived.


They needed to get home as soon
as possible after breakfast. She had to get the game room cleaned up—and that
demon machine out of her house—and straighten the rest of the living areas. The
litter box needed to be checked…


Speaking of the litter box, where
was Mask? When she awoke this morning, the kitten wasn’t on the pillow beside
her where it had been when she went to sleep.


She started to turn back and ask
then shrugged. Better not to push her mother. She’d get Daisy to the kitchen,
and then look for the kitten.


When she reached the backyard,
she realized she could do both at once. Daisy was standing beneath the one
fair-sized tree the yard boasted, scolding Bones at the top of her lungs.


“Bad dog! Bad! That wasn’t nice.”


“Daisy! You’ll bother the
neighbors. What did he do now, sweetie?”


The child pointed up into the
branches of the tree. “He scareded the kitten, Mama. Grammy put her outside,
and Bones scareded her. She runned up there. I can’t reach her.”


“You go on in to breakfast, baby,
and I’ll get her down. Make sure you wash your hands before you eat, okay?”


“Okay, Mama. I’m sorry Bones was
such a bad dog.” The last two words were directed back at the puppy.
Daisy shook her little finger in the puppy’s face.


Bones cowered.


“It’s okay, sweetie. He’s just
being a dog. And Mask has claws so she can run away where he can’t get her.
Now, go on in.”


Daisy slid back the porch door,
struggling a minute to get it closed again, and then was gone.


Brenda stood peering up into the
skeletal branches of the tree. The leaves had turned, and many of them had
fallen, but there were enough still clinging to their moorings that it took her
a minute to pinpoint the little black and white ball huddled in a fork near the
crown of the tree.


“Mask, I’m here, sweetheart. I’ll
get you down.”


She glanced around for something
to stand on. The tree was only about twice her height, but the trunk didn’t
break into branches until just over her head.


The kitten mewed piteously. It
put out a tentative paw, as if thinking about starting down, and then drew it
back with another little squeak.


The yard showed evidence of her
father’s meticulous personality. There was a place for everything, and
everything was in its place. Unfortunately, there was apparently no place for a
stepladder.


She was sure there must be one
somewhere about, but she didn’t want to leave the yard to look. The kitten
might run higher, and then she would never be able to get it down.


A set of metal garden chairs
stood next to an umbrella table in one corner of the yard. Brenda fetched a
chair and braced it against the trunk of the tree. Standing on the seat, she
could grab hold of the lowest branch of the tree. With infinite caution, she
used the branch to help her balance precariously on the narrow arms of the
chair. This gave her another two feet or so of height.


It was just enough to let her
fingertips brush the kitten’s soft fur. It wasn’t enough to let her get hold of
the tiny animal.


“Come to me, sweetie. Just a
little closer.”


The kitten put out that tentative
paw again, but drew it back.


Why didn’t I tell Daisy to get
Papa?


Because she was a stubborn chip
off that old block and wanted to make her own way, beholden to no one. She
wasn’t ready to admit defeat yet. She was determined to solve all her own
problems.


Elise Fairbanks was trying to
break her of that mindset, but so far, it hadn’t worked.


“Mask, you’ve got to help me,
baby,” she scolded.


Easing up onto her tiptoes,
Brenda strained to reach the frightened kitten. She let go of the branch she
had been holding and stretched just a little further. Almost there. She could almost—


Suddenly, she was falling. The
chair had jerked backward. She was sure of it.


It wasn’t tipping from
overbalancing; it had been pulled backward. She would swear it.


Arms flailing, she grabbed for
the branch she had foolishly let go. Her fingertips grazed it, but she couldn’t
get a grip.


Brenda screamed as the ground
rushed up to meet her. Her head connected with the edge of the chair, and the
world went black.











Chapter 19


 


 


 


 “Mom!” Robbie
shouted—automatically diving forward to try and catch Brenda as she fell. Who
was that man, and why did he look familiar? More importantly, why had he pulled
the chair out from under Mom, and then sprinted away?


Robbie winced as Brenda’s head
contacted solidly with the ground.


“Mom!” He went down on his knees
beside her, focusing so hard on his mother that he was, momentarily at least,
corporeal. He shook her arm.


“Wake up,” he pleaded. “You have
to wake up.”


He wished there was something he could
do for her. He’d never felt so helpless.


Why didn’t Daisy come back?
Shouldn’t someone in the house have realized it didn’t take this long to rescue
a kitten from a tree?


Times like this he really wished
he wasn’t dead.











Chapter 20


 


 


 


 “Why won’t she wake up?” Daisy’s
voice buzzed in her ear like an insistent insect, and she reached up to brush
it away.


“She’s waking up! She’s waking
up! Mama, can you hear me?” Hot breath against her cheek, and the feel of a
soft hand patting her face.


Brenda blinked her eyes open. And
immediately shut them again. The glare hurt clear through to the back of her
skull. “What happened?” she asked.


“You tell us, Sunshine.” Her
father’s voice was full of concern. “We heard you scream, and came running to
find you out cold. You’re going straight to the hospital to get checked out.”


She sat up slowly, cradling her
head in her right hand so that it wouldn’t fall off. Her left arm seemed not to
be itself today.


“I’ll be fine,” she protested. “I
don’t need to go to the hospital.”


Can’t afford it now that
Ethan’s insurance is almost gone…she thought. Need
to see what I can do about that. What if…who am I kidding?


She gulped back a wave of nausea.
“Okay. I’ll go.”


Her father put a strong hand behind
her back and helped her to her feet. “What happened, Brenda?”


“The chair—something jerked the
chair out from under me. I fell.”


“You mean you knocked the chair
over?”


He gave it a puzzled glance. The
chair was upright, about two feet behind where she had been standing on it.


“No. It was pulled out from under
me.”


“Maybe the dog bumped it?”


She started to shake her head
then thought better of it. “It was pulled. I felt it slide.”


“We were all in the house,
Sunshine. Who could’ve pulled it?”


“I-I don’t know.”


She felt tears welling in her
throat. No one was going to believe her. Why should they? It seemed perfectly
ridiculous when she said it out loud.


“Let’s get you to the Emergency
Room,” George said softly. He slipped his arm around her shoulders, accidentally
bumping her left arm.


Brenda cried out in pain.


“Let me see your wrist.”


She tried to obey him, but
couldn’t. Her arm hurt to even move. Lifting her left hand in her right, she
could see that the wrist was swollen.


“Can you wiggle your fingers?”


She tried, but the movement sent
a shock of electric pain through her that almost made her pass out again. The
world went dark gray around the edges.


“I think you broke it, kitten.”


Fighting back the tears, she
nodded. “I think you’re right, Papa.”


“At least it’s your left one;
shouldn’t cause you too much bother. Now, what were you doing on that chair in
the first place?”


“Mask! The kitten, Papa. She was
up in the top of the tree, and she couldn’t get down.”


“Well, why didn’t you use the
ladder, Brenda? You could’ve saved yourself a lot of grief.”


“I couldn’t find the ladder,
Papa.”


Daisy pointed to the porch, where
a folding stepladder leaned against the wall in plain sight. “There it is,
Mama.”


Brenda stared at the ladder and
shivered. “It wasn’t there, Papa.”


“Of course, it was, honey. That
old ladder stays right there when I’m not using it, and I was inside eating
breakfast till you screamed.”


Brenda opened her mouth to
protest then closed it again. What was the point? Maybe she didn’t believe it
herself.


“Papa, you can’t leave the kitten
up there. Please, get her down for me.”


“Honey, we’ve wasted enough time
as it is. You need a doctor.”


“She’s so little, Papa…”


The tears broke her control, and
she felt like a child again. She tried to get herself in hand, but the sobs
grew in intensity.


“All right, Brenda. If it means
that much to you, sit down in this chair a minute.”


George seated her in the wayward
chair and went over to fetch the ladder.


Brenda gingerly perched on the
edge of the seat. She didn’t trust it. Yeah, it was silly…but her wrist hurt
like hell, and the chair had a lot to do with that.


George set the ladder firmly at
the base of the tree, and climbed up it to cup Mask in one big hand and lift
her off the branch she clung to. Crooning to the kitten, he climbed back down
the ladder and placed the trembling animal in the crook of Brenda’s good arm.


“Safe and sound.”


Brenda buried her face in the
kitten’s soft fur. It smelled of sunshine and winter.


“I was worried about you, baby,”
she whispered. “Don’t let that old dog scare you. You scare him right back.”


“Now, let’s get you to the
hospital, young lady. Daisy can stay here with your mother and watch the kitten
for you. The ER is no place for a child who isn’t in need of it.”


Brenda nodded and handed the
kitten to a wide-eyed Daisy. “Will you watch her for me, Daisy?”


“Sure, Mama.” The child nodded
vigorously. “I’ll take good care of her.”


Brenda allowed herself to be led
to George’s truck and helped into the cab. “We’ll be back as soon as we can,
sweetheart,” she called to Daisy.


Daisy held up Mask’s paw so the
kitten could wave goodbye.


As they pulled out of the
driveway, Brenda leaned her head on the back of the seat and closed her eyes. What
the hell had happened?


“Don’t fall asleep on me, baby
girl!” George ordered with a voice sharp with alarm. “Not till the doctor has
made sure you don’t have a concussion.”


“Not sleeping, Papa. Just
shutting my eyes. The sun hurts my head.”


“I don’t know what’s going on
here, Brenda Elaine, but whatever it is, we’ll see it through.”


She smiled despite herself. Papa
always made things right. “I know, Papa. I know.”


 


Brenda blocked as much of the
next two hours out of her memory as possible. The break was clean, and easily
set, which was a relief.


How she was going to get around
for the next six weeks was another problem altogether, but the painkillers the
doctor gave her made that recede on her list of worries. At least she didn’t
have a concussion. Some good news for the day, she thought as George
pulled the truck back into the Fullerton driveway.


“Now, you and Daisy should just
stay right here for the rest of the weekend. I’ll take her to school Monday
morning, and then you and I’ll go see about your haunted video game.”


He always could put things into
perspective for her. She felt much better.


She had overreacted to some
mechanical glitch. Phillip would say there was just nothing to go on—oh,
Lord! Phillip.


He was coming to dinner in just a
few hours. How could she get hold of him to let him know there’d been a change
of plans?


Did she want to get hold of him?
Just as she accepted that she’d finally made the transition from Sanchez to
Phillip for good in her mind, she found she really wanted to see him tonight.
Sure, Papa always made her feel safe, but there were times when your daddy
wasn’t the man you wanted…or needed.


“I’ll be fine, Papa—but I’d
appreciate it if Daisy could stay for a few days. If you will take me home,
I’ll send back some clothes for her.”


“You shouldn’t be alone right
now, Brenda.”


She took a deep breath. “I won’t
be, Papa. I have a friend coming for dinner. I’m sure he’ll be happy to sleep
on the couch tonight and help me out for a few days.”


George’s jaw tightened. “A man
friend?”


“Yes, Papa.”


“But Ethan—”


“Papa, Ethan’s been dead for almost
a year.”


The rasping voice on the phone
tried to intrude on her consciousness, and she pushed it back down where it
belonged.


“I think it’s time I moved on
with my life.”


“Who is this friend? Do I know
him?”


“No, Papa. It’s a policeman I
met.”


She felt a reluctance to explain
where and improvised. “He’s the brother of Daisy’s teacher. He went with us on
a field trip for Daisy’s school.”


“She was telling us about that at
breakfast. That field trip was yesterday. Don’t you think that’s slight
acquaintance to ask the man to spend the night?”


“It wasn’t the first time we met,
Papa. Good lord, what kind of woman do you think I am?”


“I’m hoping you’re the one I
raised, and you’ll do the right thing. I trust you Brenda Elaine, but don’t
tell your mother you’re having a male houseguest sleepover. She’ll throw a
hissy fit.”


Brenda groaned. “You’re telling
me.”


“And take the kitten home with
you. Your mama’s allergies really are bad this time of year.”


“Sure, Papa. Can the puppy stay
with Daisy?”


“Since he’s fine in the backyard,
I don’t see why not. Let’s go in and explain what’s what.”


Brenda followed George into the
house.


“Mama, mama!” Daisy chanted,
running over to give her a hug. “We missed you, Mama.”


Brenda bent and kissed the top of
the golden head. As she straightened, she glimpsed a wistfulness on Mary’s face
that made her breath catch in her throat. “Can you put up with her for a few
days, Mom?” she asked aloud, her good arm draped across Daisy’s shoulders.


“I’d be happy to,” Mary replied.
“Looks like you’ll be a mite hampered for a while.”


Now, her expression was clearly
disapproving. Brenda wondered if she had imagined the fleeting sorrow.


Brenda knelt beside Daisy. “So,
baby, you want to stay here with Grammy and Papa a few days?”


“But what about that policeman?
Is he still coming for dinner?”


“You’re having company, Brenda?
Tonight?” Mary’s voice was incredulous.


So much for keeping a low
profile on Phillip’s visit.


“Yes, Mom. I don’t see how I can
back out now.”


“Can’t you phone this man and
tell him you were in an accident this morning? Surely, he wouldn’t expect you
to cook for him with a broken arm. If he’s a true friend—”


Brenda felt her face grow hot. “I
don’t have a number where I can reach him, Mom. I’ll be fine.”


Mary sniffed. Her disapproval
radiated from her in palpable waves.


Brenda’s heart sank. Can we
ever see eye-to-eye?











Chapter 21


 


 


 


George drove Brenda home in
silence. She carried the kitten on her lap, absently stroking its soft fur with
her good hand. The next six weeks were going to be problematic at best. The
station wagon was a standard, and Daisy had to get to school…


It hurt to think. Her head hurt,
her arm hurt—she just wanted to curl up in bed and sleep. That wasn’t going to
happen though.


She had a dinner date. And she
was supposed to cook. Damn.


She’d call it off if she knew how
to reach Phillip, but he’d said he was coming straight from his shift, and,
somehow, she didn’t think calling into the station with a message would win
either of them brownie points.


As the truck pulled up in front
of the house, she took hold of the kitten with her good hand and blew the hair
out of her face. “Thanks for the ride home, Papa. I’ll figure out how to get
the station wagon tomorrow.”


“I’ll get your mother to drive it
home for you in the morning. We’ll drop it off on the way to church. Better
make sure to give me something nice for Daisy to wear to the service.”


Brenda nodded absently. She
didn’t go to church anymore. She wasn’t sure how she felt about God these
days…but she knew her parents never missed a Sunday, and Daisy had been with
them often enough to know the routine.


“Let me get that door for you,
baby girl.” George stepped out of the truck and came around to open her door.
Always looking out for her. That was her Papa.


Cradling Mask to her chest,
Brenda let him help her out of the vehicle, and gave him her keys to open the
front door.


Even though they had only been
gone overnight, the house had a sour smell to it. She’d need to open a few
windows and light some candles before Phillip arrived.


“Let’s get Daisy’s things
together as quick as possible, Brenda. Your mother’s expecting me home.” He
seemed a bit short with her.


Brenda wondered what was wrong.
“Have I done something you disapprove of, Papa?”


George shrugged. “Who am I to
say, Brenda Elaine? You’re a big girl now. It’s not my place to tell you your
business anymore.”


“You don’t think I should be
having a man to dinner.”


“Well, it seems a mite…unseemly
to me, to be honest.”


“Papa, Phillip’s just a friend.
He was very nice to me the other day when I called the station—”


As soon as the words were out of
her mouth she wanted to retract them. Damn. I’ve been trying to keep that
whole mess a secret.


“What did you have to call the
police about, Brenda?”


“Oh, it was nothing. I just had a
bit of a scare. Overreacted to something Daisy imagined she saw. There was
nothing to it. Honestly.”


Except two footprints in my
enclosed backyard. Two footprints directly outside my four-year-old’s window.
And a phone that is delivering messages from the dead…


She busied herself with pulling
things from Daisy’s closet. George let her get away with the avoidance—much to
her relief.


“While I’m here, might as well
take a look at that video console,” George said. “Is it still in the playroom?”


“Yes,” she answered, shivering at
the thought of the previous night’s terror.


“I’ll just give it a glance.” He
patted her shoulder. “Don’t you worry none, Brenda. It’s going to be okay.”


She smiled up at him weakly. “I
know, Papa.”


She listened to the sound of his
footsteps retreating into the back of the house. What would he find there?
Anything to support what she’d seen, or merely proof that she was losing it?


Awkwardly stuffing underwear and
play clothes that could double as school wear in a pinch into Daisy’s overnight
bag, she cocked her head, studying the dresses hanging on the rod. What is
appropriate for church?


“I always liked the blue one. It
matches her eyes.”


Brenda spun around with a squeak
of dismay, the hair at the back of her neck standing on end. The voice had been
as clear as a bell. It sounded as if the speaker was in the room with her. But
there was no one there.


It had been Robbie’s voice.


She felt her breath hitching in
her throat, her heart thudding in her chest. What is happening? Why am I
seeing and hearing these things?


“Brenda? You okay in there?”


“Fine, Papa,” she managed to
force out.


She grabbed a dress at random and
flung it over her cast, scooping up the bag in her good hand. She had to get
out of this room.


Hurrying to the playroom, she
pasted a smile on her face. “Got her things together, Papa.”


George was kneeling on the floor
beside the silent cocktail cabinet. “There isn’t anything unusual here as far
as I can see, honey. Just a piece of high-tech gimmickry. If you want me to
take it to the house, I will. That way you don’t have to decide about whether
or not you want to get rid of it just yet.”


“Maybe you’re right. I shouldn’t
be hasty. Daisy loves that old thing. If you could take it home with you,
though, that would be great.”


She tried to make her smile
believable.


George looked down at the
machine. “Bet that’s a heavy sucker. You got a dolly?”


“In the garage. Can you handle it
all by yourself, Papa?”


“I’m old, but I ain’t dead,
Brenda. I have it in hand.”


He got the dolly out of the
garage and maneuvered it under the edge of the cabinet. With a grunt, he got it
moving toward the front of the house.


“At least let me get the door for
you.”


She hurried ahead of him,
dropping Daisy’s overnight bag to the floor so she could open the front door.
“You sure you’ve got that?”


“I’m stronger than I look,” he
said, grinning at her. “There’s life in this old man yet.”


She shivered.


Picking up the bag, she followed
him into the driveway and let down the tailgate on the truck. “Call me if
Daisy’s a problem. I’ll talk to her on the phone. That usually settles her
down.”


George lifted the video console
into the back of the truck with difficulty. He arched his back, working out a
kink.


“She’ll be fine, honey. And she
can stay as long as you need. I can get her to school in the mornings, and your
mother loves having her there to spoil.”


“We’ll see, Papa.”


“You have the dress for church?”


“Yes, here it is.” She looked
down at the dress she had snatched from the closet. It was the blue one.


Ice shot down her back.


 


As soon as her father left, she
poured herself a Coke and, after a moment’s hesitation, added a splash of rum.
She knew it wasn’t good to mix alcohol and painkillers, but psychologically she
needed the boost. Especially after what had happened in Daisy’s bedroom.


It was the only way she could not
run screaming from the house.


She gulped down half of the drink
then stood for a moment with the cold glass held to her temple. What a day.


Mask mewed up at her, rubbing
against her ankle. Brenda looked down at the little creature. The animal didn’t
seem fazed by being back in the house. They were supposed to be sensitive to
supernatural vibrations, weren’t they?


Maybe I am imagining the whole thing.


“Hungry, baby? Hang tight a
moment.”


She put down half a can of food
for the kitten, and filled the water bowl. So few demands for so much love. Too
bad humans weren’t so easy to live with.


Chuckling at the notion, Brenda
took her drink and wandered into the playroom, staring at the spot where the Space
Invaders cabinet had sat. She took another sip of her rum and Coke.


I’m not crazy. I know what I
saw. What the hell caused it?


As she stood at the doorway, she
noticed a large stain on the floor near the couch. Damn. She’d forgotten about
the drinks spilled the night before.


She should clean up the mess
before Phillip got here. There was a sticky residue from the soda, and the
fruit juice had left a distinct odor in the air.


Setting her glass on the coffee
table, she fetched a damp cloth and swiped at the mess, balancing awkwardly
without her left hand to steady herself. She’d never realized how much she
depended on her off hand until she couldn’t use it. At least she hadn’t broken
her right.


Not being able to write would
drive her insane. Her journal had seen her through many a sleepless night in
the past year.


After cleaning up as much of the
spill as she could manage, Brenda looked at the clock. Gracious! It’s
already after five.


Phillip would be here at
six-thirty. She hadn’t begun to get ready. The house was still a wreck. Dinner
wasn’t started. Why the hell had she invited the man over?


Finishing her drink and leaving
the glass in the sink, she hurried to the bedroom. This was one door that she’d
be sure was closed tonight. It looked like a whirlwind had hit it.


The thought stopped her in her
tracks. Okay, so she hadn’t expected to lose the day of housecleaning…but she
hadn’t left this big a mess when they fled the house last night…had she?


She studied the room. The drawers
of the dresser were ajar, and clothing was scattered about the floor. Her
jewelry box had been turned upside down on the top of the vanity. The closet
door was wide open.


“What the hell is going on here?”
she whispered, clapping a hand over her mouth immediately after. What if
someone answers me?


She couldn’t stay in the house.
There might be someone lurking anywhere. She had to get out. Go somewhere safe.


But where? It was already getting
dark outside, and she couldn’t drive, even if the car had been here.


She bit her thumbnail. An hour.
Phillip would be here in a little over an hour. She had to go somewhere until
he got here. He’d know what to do.


Backing cautiously away from the
bedroom, Brenda cleared the doorway then turned and ran for the front of the
house. She tore open the door and flung herself through it.


To collide with a solid wall of
flesh.
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Brenda screamed, flailing against
the obstruction with both fists—until her broken wrist flared with pain and the
shock pulled her up short.


“Whoa, there!” Strong hands
seized her arms and held them fast.


She struggled against the hold.


“Calm down! What’s wrong?”


Finally, the words sunk into her
panicked brain, and she slumped against Phillip, gasping for breath. “Oh, thank
God you’re here.” She felt tears prickling behind her lashes.


He stroked her hair with one
hand, the other arm circling her back like a comforting bulwark. “Shhh, it’ll
be all right.”


“Someone trashed my room, and the
video game went nuts, and I couldn’t call you, and my arm hurts…”


She knew she was babbling, but
she couldn’t seem to stop herself. The words just gushed out.


“Slow down. What happened to your
arm?”


She sniffed. “I fell off a chair
trying to rescue the kitten from a tree.”


“How did you fall off the chair?”
He frowned. “I can’t see you taking silly chances like that”


“I didn’t exactly fall. Or, at
least I don’t think so. Phillip, I swear the chair was pulled out from under
me.”


If he noticed that they were now
on a first name basis, he didn’t acknowledge it.


“Come sit down and tell me all
about it.”


She led the way into the kitchen,
wanting another drink, and feeling most comfortable in her mundane space with
its everyday, lived-in look. As she grabbed one glass at a time from the
cupboard, Phillip stepped up and relieved her of them.


“I believe I asked you to ‘sit
down’.” He sent her a look. “I’ll take care of this. What were you looking to
put in these?”


“There are cold sodas in the
fridge, and some rum under the counter. I’d like a liberal splash in mine.”


“Is that a good idea with your
medication? You are on painkillers, right?”


“Okay, then…just a tiny
splash…but I really need something. I’m extremely rattled right now.” She gave
him a little grin. “I promise not to get sloppy drunk.”


“Whatever you say, princess.”


The endearment was casual, but it
warmed her. I could really grow to like that…


“Sorry to have babbled like
that,” Brenda apologized. “It’s been a crazy twenty-four hours.”


“No problem.” He handed her the
cold drink.


She sipped it gratefully.


“Now, what’s this about your room
being trashed? That could be serious in light of the other incidents you’ve had
to deal with lately.”


“It was probably my fault…I was
in such a hurry to get out of the house last night, I may not even have locked
the front door. I honestly can’t remember. All I know is that someone went
through my bedroom like a cyclone. The place is in utter chaos. It’ll take me a
week to get it all back together.”


Phillip’s expression was grave.
“Is anything missing?”


“Not that I could see at a casual
glance. I didn’t really look, I just ran.” She took a steadying swallow of her
drink then set the glass on the table with a sigh. “I’m scared, Phillip.”


He reached across the table to
take her good hand. “That’s perfectly natural, Brenda. The gut reaction at a
time like this is fear. That’s why a burglar is more apt to trash your things
when they commit a robbery. The initial fear may prevent a logical inventory
and give them time to get rid of the haul before there’s a stolen goods notice
out on it.”


“That makes sense,” she murmured.
“I’ve never thought about it like that.”


“Why don’t you show me the room,
and we’ll see if we can tell what’s missing.”


“Yes, officer,” she teased,
smiling up at him. All her earlier terror was washed away in the strength of
his presence. She felt perfectly safe with this man beside her.


Leading the way down the hall,
Brenda happened to glance through the open door into Robbie’s room. Normally,
the door was shut. Daisy must have been in her brother’s things again. Brenda
hadn’t had the heart to clear his belongings. They were all she had left of
him.


Now, she stopped dead in her
tracks.


“What is it?” Phillip asked.


“Something’s wrong here,” she
replied with a frown, trying to figure out what had caught her attention.


The room was neat as a pin. She
had straightened it the day before the car accident, and he hadn’t had time to
mess it up again. Her heart lurched at the thought.


But something was missing. She
couldn’t quite figure out what…


Then it struck her, with a sudden
chill that made her shiver. While Robbie’s everyday, utilitarian baseball bat
was kept in the front closet, he had been given an autographed bat for his
tenth birthday that was his pride and joy. It had been mounted in a place of
prominence on his bedroom wall. Now, it was gone.


“Oh my God,” she whispered.


Phillip’s arm came around her.
“Brenda, what is it?”


“What if he is still in the
house?”


“The burglar?”


She nodded, mouth suddenly dry.
“Phillip, there was a baseball bat on the wall there.” She pointed a shaking
finger at the empty mounting. “What if he’s still in here and now he’s armed?”


“Come on. Let’s get out of here.
Chances are good he’s long gone, but there’s no sense in playing with the odds.
Besides, you’re in no shape to cook tonight. I’m going to call this in so
someone can come check through the house for us, and then I’m taking you out to
dinner.”


Brenda looked down at her
clothes. She was in sweats and a rumpled t-shirt. “I look a mess,” she
protested.


“You’re beautiful to me,” he
answered lightly.


She could see in his eyes that he
meant it, and the thought thrilled her.


“Besides,” he continued, “I’m not
promising you a gourmet banquet. Remember, I’m on a cop’s budget.”


He grinned down at her.


“If you want to change, go ahead.
It’ll take a few minutes for the squad car to get here.”


“All right. Whatever you say,
officer. Let me clean up a bit then.”


He stopped her with a hand on her
arm. “Just grab something to change into and don’t touch anything else. We
don’t want to mess with the crime scene any more than necessary.”


She shivered. “I hadn’t thought
of it as a ‘crime scene.’ I-I think I’ll just grab my purse and coat.”


Phillip made his phone call as
she collected her things.


When he hung up, a sudden thought
struck her. “How will we know it’s safe to come back?”


“I asked that we be notified when
the search team is done. But I’m not bringing you back here until daylight—when
I’ll be better able to make my own assessment of whether or not it’s safe for
you here.”


“I guess I could go back to my
parents’ after dinner.”


Phillip met her eye steadily. “I
was sorta hoping you might let me put you up for the night. In the interest of
safety and so on.” There was the trace of a smile on his lips.


The thought sent a spark of fire
through her. “Can I tell you after dinner?”


“Sure,” he agreed. “I
understand.”


There was a knock on the front
door, and Phillip went to answer it. He had a soft conversation with the team
of policemen, handing over Brenda’s keys to the house.


She slung her coat across her
shoulders. The sleeves were too tight for her cast. She’d need to get something
else to wear for the next few weeks…


“All set?”


Brenda nodded—her heart racing.
Whether it was the pain medications, the alcohol, or the adrenaline, she felt
like a schoolgirl on a first date. What is it about this man…?


They drove in companionable
silence. Brenda could feel him across the gap between the bucket seats. The
sturdy warmth of him. He made her feel completely safe for the first time in
days.


He turned into the parking lot of
Tu Familia’s, a popular Mexican food restaurant across town. “This okay
with you?” he asked, shifting in his seat to face her.


“Sure.”


“Sorry to be so predictable, but
my Uncle Teo owns the place, and he gives me a family discount.” He grinned.


She liked his grin. It came to
him easily and often.


“I love Mexican food,” she
promised.


“Good. Because I eat here a lot.”


The implications of that simple
statement—that what he ate, and the frequency with which he ate it might be a
factor in her future—made her a little scared, but happy. Shyly, she returned
the grin.


Phillip came around the side of
the car and helped her out. “They’ll probably make a fuss over you. Most of the
wait staff is family. Don’t let it get to you.”


Brenda gulped, suddenly a little
daunted. George and Mary were all the family she had besides Daisy. She wasn’t
used to large groups of cousins and so on…her parents had both been only
children. And she was well aware that she didn’t look—or feel—anywhere near her
best.


Phillip tilted her head up with a
finger under her chin. “If it gets to be too much, let me know, and we’ll get
the food to go,” he said softly. “You’ve got a built-in excuse not to feel up
to meeting a bunch of people tonight.”


“I’ll be fine.”


His hand on the small of her back
felt totally natural as he opened the door to the restaurant. Inside was a
whirl of color and sound—bright blankets and sombreros decorated the walls, and
a mariachi band blared over the sound system.


The hostess greeted Phillip with
a squeal of delight. “Buenas noches, mijito! I thought you had abandoned
us for the evening!”


Her warm gaze slid to Brenda.
“And who is this lovely lady…?”


“Tia Consuela, this is my
friend Brenda. She was going to feed me tonight, but as you can see, there’s
been a change in plans. Is there a free table?”


“For you, of course!” She turned
with a swirl of starched skirts and led the way to a secluded alcove.


There was a candle burning in the
center of the table. “The usual, Felipe?”


Phillip nodded, turning to
Brenda. “Do you need to see a menu?”


“What do you suggest?”


“I like pretty much everything,”
he replied with a laugh, “but I can particularly recommend the carne guisada
or the chile rellenos. Unless you’re the fajita type?”


“I’ll try the chile rellenos,”
Brenda told Consuela. “Thank you.”


As they waited for their meals,
Brenda found herself a bit tongue-tied. She had been so looking forward to this
dinner…and now she could think of nothing to say.


Phillip reached across the table
and took her right hand.


“It’s okay, Brenda. Relax. I know
things’re a little crazy for you right now. Food and sleep, that’s what you
need.”


She felt her cheeks heating up.
“I’m just a bit out of it tonight. It’s been a really…weird day.”


“Tell me what happened with the
chair.”


“I don’t really know. I guess I
was careless. I thought it was stable, but all-of-a-sudden, it slipped out from
under me…”


“Just slipped?”


She sighed. “Well, it felt like
it was pulled…but there was no one in the yard but me.”


Phillip’s face hardened.


“So, another unexplained event? I
don’t like the sound of that.”


“I don’t want to talk about it
right now…can we just enjoy dinner?”


“Of course. Let me try and take
your mind off your worries.”


He flashed her his grin. “You
don’t have any siblings, do you? Believe me—you didn’t miss much. Though there
was this one time—”


He began to regale her with
stories of his childhood, and soon had her giggling. It was almost a letdown
when the food arrived, but it didn’t seem to slow the flow of Phillip’s words
much.


The food was hot and excellent.
Brenda pushed back from the table with a sigh of contentment.


“I don’t know when I’ve been so
full!”


“Glad you liked it,” he said with
a smile. “Like I say, I spend a lot of time here.”


She yawned behind her hand.


“Let’s get you somewhere you can
rest,” he murmured immediately. “Tia Consuela,” Phillip called as he
helped Brenda to her feet, “add dinner to my tab.”


“That tab is longer than your
arm, Felipe! Someday you’ll have to do something more than throw a kiss to your
waitress,” the woman teased.


“Next time,” he promised,
shepherding Brenda out the door.


Brenda let herself be led,
surrendering to his strength. It felt good to let someone else take
responsibility for decisions.


When they reached the car, Brenda
noticed a piece of paper tucked under the windshield wiper on her side of the
vehicle and awkwardly pulled it free as Phillip reached to open the door for
her.


She scanned the note—then froze.


“What is it, Brenda?”


She stood motionless, gaze
darting wildly about the crowded parking lot.


He took the note from her numb
fingers and scanned it swiftly. His face hardened once more.


The note read: I’M WATCHING YOU,
BITCH.
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The skellyman watched from the
shadows of the parking lot where he lurked to see Brenda’s reaction to his
note. It was everything he’d hoped it would be.


He grinned to himself. It was
obvious from the way that Spic supported her that she was on the verge of
collapse.


The Bitch was so easily
manipulated. The slightest fuel to her paranoid fire, and she was ready to have
a meltdown.


But it was too early to give her
all she deserved. He still had plans to make. Everything had to be just
perfect. If he pushed too hard, he might break her before he was completely
ready. There’d be no fun in that.


Of course, he’d always been hard
on his toys…


He faded back through the trees
bordering the parking lot and onto the street. He needed to release some of
this energy building inside him. Otherwise, he might just explode.


Besides, his cash supply was
rapidly depleting. It wasn’t easy being totally off the grid. Every payment in
cash, no handy credit card or emergency savings account—that was the way to be
safe. To be anonymous. But it took a lot of creative thinking to keep food in
his belly, drugs in his system and the rent paid on the dive where he slept at
night.


He worked his way across town to
an area frequented by young thirty-somethings looking for a thrill and—in its
more “everyday” persona—the domain of hookers and homeless. It was one of his
favorite hunting grounds, because most of the indigenous population was
nameless and never missed, and anything that happened to one of the visiting
thrill-seekers was usually laid at the door of one of the natives.


He had a favorite spot in this
preferred hunting ground—a dark alley between a pool hall and a strip club. The
traffic was fairly heavy—adding spice to the mix—but most of the patrons to
either establishment fell into one of two categories: groups of young men, and
therefore off limits for expediency’s sake, or single gentlemen furtively
seeking pleasures they couldn’t get at home. These secretive loners were his
particular prey—usually on their way out of the buildings, when they were more
than likely worse for wear and easily overpowered.


He was becoming quite adept at
his favorite kill—the quick knife to the ribs. Then he would strip the body of
all cash and stuff it into one of the dumpsters lining the alley. He was
careful to kill only on the night before trash pick-up, because this added to
the chance the body would be mixed into a load of garbage and not discovered
until it was far from its point of origin.


But he mixed it up, so as to
confuse the cops. Sometimes he garroted the victim with a length of guitar
string he’d picked up outside a bar. Sometimes he clubbed them over the head
with a chair leg that fit comfortably inside his coat. Sometimes he improvised
with whatever tool he found at hand. And he never killed without his gloves.


So far, the tactic had worked
beautifully. Oh, he heard rumors now and then of a maniac loose in the
neighborhood, but the cops hadn’t pieced together the random victims as part of
a whole—at least not yet. The knifings were far enough apart to diffuse the
pattern.


And tonight was a perfect night
for his pig-sticker.


He slipped into his alleyway and
waited, like a spider in its web. Soon…it would be soon.
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Brenda gasped. She felt her knees
begin to buckle.


Phillip steadied her, and she
leaned into his strength. He opened the passenger door and settled her into the
seat. “Don’t let this get to you, Brenda. Look at it this way…the note
escalates things to something the police can take interest in.”


She looked up at him, feeling the
tears gathering in her eyes. “Why would anyone do this, Phillip? What can they
possibly hope to gain? They’re going to drive me crazy—but what good will it do
them?”


“Was there a large insurance
settlement?”


“Not too large—and, after I paid
off the house, most of it is gone anyway. I’ve been worrying about what to do
for money. It’ll become an issue soon. I don’t have any skills an employer will
pay for these days.”


“What about your husband’s
business…what did he do?”


“Ethan was a programmer. He
worked for a software company. But he worked on projects with a team—he used to
say he was just a cog in the machine…and an easily replaceable one at that. He
never created any programs on his own that I know of…”


“It does sound unlikely anyone
would have a motive there. What about you…you have a secret life I don’t know
about?”


His tone was teasing, but his
eyes were shadowed in the dark parking lot. He hunkered down beside the car,
one hand on her knee.


Brenda couldn’t tell if he was
serious or not. “I’m a housewife. That’s pretty much it. I was going to go for
a business degree, but after I met Ethan…I dropped out to be married. I know
that’s lame in this day and age, but all I’d ever wanted to be was a wife and
mother. I never really worked at anything else…besides waitressing for a
summer, but that requires such terrible hours. I can’t do that to Daisy. As far
as technology goes, I can boot up the computer and pay bills with it, but
that’s not really a marketable skill,” she answered, face heating up.


Thank goodness, the parking lot is so dark.


He patted her knee. “Tell you
what—let’s get you somewhere where you can rest. We’ll worry about all this
tomorrow.” He rose to his feet and pushed the door closed.


She used the seconds as he
rounded the car to take a deep breath and try to get herself under control. Her
thoughts were roiling. She felt so good in this man’s company, but everything
else was so…messed up right now. She hated the fact that circumstances seemed
to be conspiring to destroy any happiness she found in this world.


And she hadn’t been this nervous
since before she met Ethan.


There hadn’t been much casual
dating in her life—this was her first date with someone besides Ethan since
high school. She’d met her future husband the first week of college, and they
had been inseparable until the accident.


Not that this felt casual. She’d
never been so attracted to a man in her life—not even Ethan, if she was being
honest with herself, and she had thought they were soul mates.


Phillip slid behind the driver’s
seat and started the car. “No arguments—I’m definitely taking you to my place
now. I can protect you best there.”


Brenda nodded. She was too tired
to argue anyway. She let her head fall back onto the seat. It had been a very
long day, and she just wanted to curl into a ball and sleep until the world
made sense again.


Her eyes drifted closed. Who
could hate me this much? And why would they be using Robbie against me? Maybe
Ethan…I can make some sense of that—but why my precious son? He didn’t
live long enough to make any real enemies.


She woke with a start when the
car came to a halt and Phillip killed the engine. She sat up in the seat, knuckling
her eyes with her good hand. “Are we there?”


Phillip grinned at her. “You were
really out of it, Sunshine.”


The use of the nickname surprised
her. It was one of her father’s endearments for her. It sent a tingle through
her to hear Phillip use it.


“Guess I was more exhausted than
I thought,” she mumbled.


“It’s okay. I’m not a great
conversationalist anyway.” He winked. “Now, sit tight till I get your door
open.”


“I can open my own door,” she
protested feebly—but some part of her was thrilled by the attention.


Phillip came around the car and
helped her to her feet. “Welcome to my humble home.”


The house was a low-slung
Spanish-style bungalow, with decorative iron grillwork covering all the
windows. She felt safer already.


Phillip opened the front door and
gestured her inside. “I wasn’t expecting company…sorry for the mess.”


Compared to what? she wondered. The house was neater than hers was even when she was
expecting company for dinner.


The Spanish theme was carried
through the furniture and décor. It made for a warm and inviting package.


“Little over the top on the
culture thing, isn’t it?” Phillip asked wryly. “I dunno…ever since I was a kid,
heritage has been drummed into my skull. I blame my mother.” He shrugged.


“I think it’s wonderful.” She ran
her good hand along the top of an ornately carved sideboard. “I guess my family
pedigree is more mutt than anything specific. There was never much talk of
heritage around my house growing up. I wish I could give some of this kind of
history to Daisy.”


“There’s no law against stealing
someone else’s. At least, not yet.” He grinned. “Now sit—can I get you a
drink?”


She sank down on the couch with a
grateful sigh. Phillip moved around the room, and the sound of soft guitar
strings filled the air. She heard the clink of ice in glasses, and the gurgle
of poured liquid.


He came to stand before her, a
drink in each hand. “Now, I still think you should take it easy on the booze
while you’re on painkillers, but like you said, a splash of rum won’t hurt.” He
handed her a glass.


She took it and gulped a hefty
swig of the drink, feeling the welcoming warmth as it hit her stomach. “That’s
better.”


Sitting beside her, he took a sip
of his own drink. “Can I ask you something?” he asked softly.


“Sure. I owe you that much. Ask
me anything.”


“Can you stand to tell me more
about Robbie?”


Her heart spasmed. “W-why?”


“He sounds like a great kid. He
obviously meant a lot to you. I just thought—talking about him might be good
for both of us.”


“He was a great kid.
Smart, funny…a natural athlete. He could’ve been anything.” Her voice broke,
and the glass shook in her hand, slopping a bit of liquid onto her lap.


He took the glass from her hand
and set both drinks down on the coffee table. Gently, he slipped his arm around
her shoulders. “Let it out,” he said softly.


Seeing the compassion in his
eyes, she couldn’t hold it in any longer. She sobbed like a child…for Robbie,
for Ethan, for herself. And now, someone was using her memories of them to make
her miserable, as if their loss wasn’t painful enough. It was all too much.


But the strength of his arms
around her offered a comfort she hadn’t felt in months. She let the pain flow
out in heaving waves of sorrow that finally carried her off into darkness.


 


The shrill of a telephone woke
her from a sound sleep. She sat up and stared wildly around the room. She was
alone in a full-sized bed, snuggly cocooned in warm blankets.


For a moment, she didn’t know
where she was, and then she remembered coming with Phillip to his house, the
sobbing, the freely-given comfort.


She relaxed. Phillip must have
slept on the couch.


The phone shrilled again.


There was the click of an
answering machine picking up, and she could hear Phillip’s voice “You’ve
reached Phillip Sanchez. I can’t come to the phone right now, but if you leave
your name and number at the tone, I will return your call at the earliest
opportunity.”


There was the sound of ragged
breathing, like the call she’d received at home, and then a voice began to
mutter in a low growl, “You can’t have her, wetback—Brenny’s mine.”


Icy shivers rushed up and down
her back. The voice was familiar…but distorted with such vehemence, such
furious coldness that she couldn’t be sure.


“I’ll cut your heart out before I
let you have her…but first I’ll feed you your balls.”


It can’t be. It can’t be
Ethan. He’s dead.


“Stay away from my wife!” the
voice roared.


Brenda screamed.
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The screams ripped from her
throat—raw, keening, animal sounds. She cowered in a ball on the unfamiliar bed
and the screams kept coming.


A door opened somewhere, banging
against an unseen wall, and then Phillip was there beside her—barefoot,
bare-chested, hair tousled from sleep. A pair of sweatpants rode low on his
hips.


He glanced swiftly around the
room. Apparently diagnosing no immediate threat, he sank down onto the bed
beside her. Gathering her into his arms, he began to rock back and forth—like
she would have comforted Daisy.


“Shh…shh…it’s okay, sweetheart.
There’s nothing here. Calma te…shh…”


She clung to him, sobbing in
terror.


To hear that voice coming from a
phone in a house where she had never stepped foot before…how could the unknown
caller have followed her here? Because to concede that it had been Ethan was
unthinkable. There was no way that could be true. To believe it would drive her
mad. She had been at the funeral.


She just couldn’t take any more
of this.


“What’s wrong, baby? What
happened? Can you tell me?”


She pointed a shaking finger at
the phone.


“There was a call. It was him!”


Phillip shook his head.


“You must’ve been dreaming.
That’s all it was. Just a nightmare. I would’ve heard the phone. There’s an
extension in the living room.”


“Y-you didn’t h-hear it?” she
hiccupped, struggling to get herself under control.


Maybe Phillip is right. Maybe
it was just a dream. But it seemed so real…


“Not a peep until you screamed.”


“B-but I heard the answering
machine pick up. I heard your message. A-and then, that voice—one of the same
voices that’s been calling my house.”


“Let’s see what we’ve got,” he
replied, disentangling himself from her death grip. He stepped over to the
answering machine.


She could see the red light
blinking from where she sat, and she shuddered, not sure if she wanted to hear
that message again. She hugged her knees into her chest, making herself as
small as possible.


The machine whirred as the tape
rewound then Phillip hit the “Play” button.


“You have two new messages,”
announced a slightly mechanical female voice, and then “First message.” There
was a pause then Penny Castillo’s voice: “Felipe, don’t forget—dinner on
Thursday night. You promised to help Mom and me set up the garden for
Halloween.”


Phillip made a face for Brenda,
and she giggled, already beginning to feel much better.


“Second message,” intoned the machine.
Another pause, and then: “Mr. Sanchez, this is a reminder from the library
regarding two books you have checked out. They were due on Saturday. Please
return them at your earliest convenience. A fine will apply.”


Phillip groaned theatrically.
“Darn…I forgot all about those being due in the anticipation of our evening…but
see, sweetheart—no—”


Before he could finish the
sentence, the machine made an odd whistling sound, and there was a faint hiss
as the message that had awoken Brenda began to playback: “…can’t have her,
wetback…cut your heart out…feed you your balls. Stay away!”


The words cut in and out, only
half of the message actually audible, but definitely there—no matter what the
vapid machine’s counter had recorded.


Phillip whistled.


“That is nasty. And you
say it sounds like your dead husband?”


“It’s definitely Ethan’s voice. I
would swear to it in court.”


“Could someone have recordings of
his voice, something that could be used to cobble together these messages?
Family movies, sports videos, anything like that?”


“I don’t see how. Even if there
were something like that around, Ethan never used language like has been used
in some of the messages. And that tone! He was a decent man.”


“I’m sure he was,” Phillip
replied soothingly. “Do you think you can get back to sleep?”


Brenda shook her head
emphatically.


“I’m not sure I’ll ever sleep
again.”


“Tell you what. Let me grab a
shirt, and we’ll go get some breakfast.”


She glanced at the alarm clock
beside the bed. “It’s 2:30 in the morning.”


“That’s why they have 24-hour
restaurants,” he replied with a grin.


“Okay.”


Getting out of the house would
make her feel better. Being anywhere besides here would feel good right
now. Anywhere she could feel safe again.


She made a trip to the bathroom,
running her fingers through her hair and splashing her face with water. She
glanced up at the mirror and made a face at her reflection. There were dark
circles under her eyes, making her look like she had been in a boxing match.
And the hollows in her cheeks would let her pass for one of Daisy’s skellymen
if she didn’t watch out.


She sighed. Thinking of Daisy
made her remember the upcoming holiday. How am I going to talk her out of
trick-or-treating as a skeleton? It just doesn’t seem healthy…


First thing she’d do when she saw
her daughter next was try again to steer her toward the princess costume
instead…


Phillip knocked on the doorframe,
poking his head into the opening.


“You ready?”


Brenda took one last look at her
reflection and nodded.


He had slipped into a sweatshirt
that matched the low-slung pants.


“I thought we’d go grab some
pancakes.”


“Sounds great,” she replied,
feeling her heart lighten. There was just something about this man. She smiled
up at him.


“Better grab your coat. It’s
chilly out there—I sleep with the window open.”


“Adventurous as well as
handsome,” she teased.


Phillip shrugged.


“What can I say? I’m just that
kind of guy.”


Twenty minutes later, they were
sharing a carafe of coffee over heaped plates of steaming pancakes drowned in
warm maple syrup. Brenda felt the terror pushed down to a throbbing fear that
was easier to deal with. The edges blunted with every bite of the buttery
pastries.


Someone was stalking her, which
terrified her beyond belief…but she had a witness now that she wasn’t insane.
Phillip had heard the proof that there really was someone after her. The
thought lifted her heart.


Phillip was regaling her with
more stories about his misspent youth—growing up male apparently was much more
dangerous than being a girl. She giggled as he described an attempt to sneak
into a locked school building that had led to one disaster after another.


“And they let you become a cop?”
she gasped in mock dismay.


“That was a long time ago,” he
answered solemnly, “I’ve mended my wicked ways.”


The giggles escalated into
full-blown laughter. She clamped her hand over her mouth as a bit of hysteria
crept into the merriment. She was fraying at the edges, but didn’t know how to
stop it.


“So, tell me about your
childhood,” Phillip said. “I’ve been divulging my darkest secrets. You saw
pictures of me and Penny around the house—but I don’t even know if you have any
siblings.”


“Well, we haven’t really had a
lot of time for getting to know each other, have we?” She looked down at her
plate then peeked up at him through her lashes. “I guess it’s only fair—like
you say, I’ve met most of your family.”


She smiled to take away any
sting. “No, I don’t have any siblings—no cousins either. I was an only child of
only children. I grew up a real Daddy’s Girl.”


“Wow. Your own bathroom. No
sharing the television remote. Must’ve been heaven.”


“No…no, it was very lonely. I
think my mother would’ve liked more children, but it wasn’t in the cards—I
guess that’s why I could never live up to her expectations.”


“Sorry to hear that.”


“That was one reason Ethan and I
had Daisy…so Robbie wouldn’t be an only child. I vowed I would never put a
child through that…the loneliness of being the ‘only’ of the family. And for a
while there, I wasn’t sure I could have another child. Robbie was almost eight
before I found out I was carrying Daisy.”


“Was he excited?”


“Oh, yes. More excited than
Ethan, I think.” She chuckled. “He was the one who helped me pick out the
things for the nursery…chattering on and on about what colors to paint her
room, and what kind of mobile to put over the crib. He read several books on
being an older sibling, determined to be the best big brother ever. It was so
cute…”


Her voice trailed off.


Phillip reached across the table
and took her hand.


“I know there’s nothing I can say
to take away the pain of a lost child, Brenda, but maybe—”


She shook her head.


“It’s okay. I know…you don’t have
to say it.” She glanced around the restaurant to keep herself from crying.


At this time of the morning, it
was relatively empty. An old couple sat at a table nearby, conversing softly.
They exuded an easy familiarity Brenda envied. I expected to be like that
with Ethan someday…


There was a booth full of
teenagers sharing a large plate of French fries and laughing over their sodas.
Her heart twisted at their easy camaraderie. That could’ve been Robbie in a
couple of years.


In the farthest corner of the
dining room was a man sitting alone in a shadowed booth. The light bulb in the
fixture directly over the booth seemed to be burned out, and it was hard to see
the slumped figure.


She frowned. Something about the
gaunt shape was familiar. She leaned forward, trying to see him better.


“Is something wrong?” There was a
touch of anxiety in Phillip’s voice that she found charmingly endearing. It
sent a thrill of warmth through her.


But the man in the corner soon
leached the warmth.


“I…I don’t know for sure. Do you
see the man over there in the corner?” She bit her lip.


“The one sitting alone?” Phillip
turned in his chair to see more clearly.


“Yes, across the dining room.
There’s something familiar about him. I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m sure
I’ve seen him somewhere before.”


“This isn’t that big a town,
Brenda. Maybe you’ve run into him at the market or something.” He turned back
to her.


“No…that’s not it…oh, my God!”


It suddenly hit her where she’d
seen the man before. It was Daisy’s skellyman—the man who’d been staring after
their car on the night they went to the movie. The recognition sent a stream of
ice water down her spine.


As if on cue, the man raised his
head from the contemplation of his coffee cup and met her gaze across the
dining room. He bared his teeth in a wicked grin.


“Coming for you,” he mouthed
silently. And his eyes flashed crimson.
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 “What is it, Brenda? You’re
white as a sheet.” Phillip half rose from his chair.


“I-It’s just…that man over there.
I thought I saw…” she stammered. “I just…I’m fine.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah, I’m sure.” She managed a
weak smile. She turned her attention back to her plate, but suddenly the syrupy
pancakes had lost their appeal. She pushed the plate away with a grimace of
distaste. “Look…I’m not really hungry anymore. Can we just go?”


“Of course.” Phillip signaled for
the waitress.


As they waited for the check,
Brenda glanced back at the booth where the man had been sitting. It was empty.


It couldn’t be the skellyman, she told herself sternly. How could he have followed me? Besides,
nobody’s eyes glow like that…it was just a man… But the fear flaring inside
her left her colder than ever.


She couldn’t even convince
herself.


She shook herself, awkwardly
draping her coat across her shoulders as Phillip pulled his wallet from a
jacket pocket and tossed down cash to pay the bill.


He put his arm around her waist
and guided her toward the door. As they passed the booth where the “skellyman”
had sat, she pulled away from him.


“Just a second,” she told him,
stepping over to the table. “I need to see—”


She didn’t know what she expected
to see. The table hadn’t been cleaned yet, but all that sat upon it was a
cooling cup of coffee.


“Phillip!” she said eagerly,
turning to him as inspiration struck her. “That coffee cup—it might have his
fingerprints on it.”


“Whose?”


“The man—the one who—”


“Who what, Brenda? What did he
do?”


“He…he said he was coming for
me,” she mumbled, her face heating.


“He what?” Phillip’s jaw
tightened.


She gulped.


“When you turned back around, he
grinned at me, and he mouthed that he was coming for me.”


His expression hardened into what
she had come to think of as his “cop face.” Signaling the waitress over, he
pulled out his badge as she approached.


“I need to take this coffee cup
as part of an ongoing police investigation,” he told the puzzled teenager. “I’d
be happy to pay for the cost of the cup.”


The blond shook her head, “Oh,
I’m sure that won’t be necessary. If it’s a police matter…”


“Do you have any plastic bags in
the kitchen? Something I can use to wrap this in?”


“Uh, sure…let me get you
something.” She wandered back toward the kitchen.


Brenda felt her face heating
further—I must look like a tomato by now.


“I’m sorry, Phillip. I didn’t
mean to make a fuss.”


“No—you’re right,” he reassured
her. “It’s a good idea. If this is the guy who’s threatening you, it’s
important to know who we’re dealing with. You’re right. There should be
fingerprints at least, maybe even DNA—though it takes longer to get results
back from those tests than it does on television, so we might catch him before
we know if he’s in the criminal database.”


He grinned at her, excitement
radiating from him. “This could really be an important lead. It might make it
easier to convince the brass that you really do have a problem.”


Her eyebrow lifted.


“Oh? They didn’t believe me
before?”


A dusky flush darkened his
cheeks this time.


“Well…you gotta admit, it’s a
weird case…and we really haven’t had all that much tangible evidence to go on—”


“I suppose the tape from my
answering machine just seemed like a prank to them, huh? How do they think I
managed that? Do they think I faked the voices on that tape? How? And why? Why
would I want to destroy what fragile remnants of my family memories I have
left?”


“Brenda—” He reached for her and
she stepped back.


“Don’t touch me.” She knew the
reaction was unfair, but the thought of the police snickering at her pain
started her blood boiling—and Phillip was the only cop she knew.


Just then the waitress
reappeared, a plastic grocery bag in one hand.


“This was all I could find.”


“That’ll do nicely,” Phillip
assured her, taking it from her with one of his disarming smiles. He wrapped
the half-full coffee cup carefully in the plastic. Turning to the hovering
waitress, he asked again, “You sure I can’t pay you for the cup?”


“Nah, don’t worry about it,”
replied the girl with a dismissive gesture. “At least one or two get broken
every night. It’ll just get charged up to normal breakage.”


“Thanks again.”


While Phillip was chatting with
the waitress, Brenda fumed over what he had told her.


So, I am considered a nutcase
around the station house, am I? The men in charge think I’m some sort of
attention-seeker, do they? They think I’ve done all this myself?


It was a miracle Phillip had paid
her any attention whatsoever, then. Or did he really believe her at all? Could
it be he was helping her merely because he wanted to get in her pants?


Suddenly she wanted to go home.
Or at least back to her parents’ house. Anywhere Phillip wasn’t. It might be
childish, but at the moment, she really didn’t want to be with him.


Phillip raised the wrapped cup
triumphantly.


“Got the evidence, Brenda.”


“Great,” she replied, with a
brittle smile. “You’ll probably want to get that right to the crime lab.”


Phillip frowned. “Is something
wrong?” he asked, voice laced with concern.


“I’m just tired, and my arm
hurts. I want to go home.”


“Sure, sure. I’ll take you back
to my place and go to the lab from there.”


“No. I want to go home—to
my house. I think I’ve been overreacting. If the police don’t think there’s
anything to worry about, why should I? Besides, your crime team checked it all
out, didn’t they? It should be fine now.”


“Brenda—”


“Besides, I have to get home and
feed Mask. Poor little thing. I totally forgot about her last night when we
left. She’s just a kitten. She’ll be starving. She needs more attention than
I’ve been giving her.”


“Fine. I’ll take you home then.
I’ll help you straighten up before I run to the lab.”


“No. I’d rather be alone right
now.”


Hurt swept across his face and
was gone.


“Sure…whatever you want.”


She was silent all the way to the
house, nursing a hurt of her own. She felt hollow inside—betrayed…even if it
wasn’t really Phillip’s fault.


She had begun to imagine a future
with Phillip in it…but if he’d just been humoring her along at the request
of—or worse, against the orders of—his superiors, how could she trust anything
he said?


It made her heart ache to think
about it. She just wanted to curl up in a little ball somewhere and cry her
eyes out. Alone again…naturally…she thought with a grimace.


The car pulled into the driveway
of her silent house. It looked abandoned in the pre-dawn darkness. She always
left the porch light on, but in the flight from the dwelling yesterday—was
it only yesterday…?—she must have forgotten.


Phillip turned off the car,
sitting for a moment in silence.


“I don’t know what I said,
Brenda…but I’m sorry. Whatever I did to hurt you, I’m sorry.”


Brenda shrugged.


“It isn’t important,” she
murmured. “I need to get inside.”


Phillip got out of the car.


“Not without me,” he answered
firmly. “The crime scene team probably left a mess, and I’m not leaving until I
make sure the house is still secure.”


She shrugged indifferently, still
nursing the hurt.


He came around the car and opened
the door for her.


“You have your keys?”


“Hell…I left my purse at your
house. And you gave my keys to the crime scene team anyway.” She felt her face
crumple. This was all too much to deal with.


“Do you have a spare key hidden
somewhere? Most people do.”


“There used to be one under a
fake rock in the flowerbed. I don’t remember if it is still there. Oh, God!”
Her right hand flew to her mouth. “That’s how he could’ve gotten into my
house!”


Phillip led the way to the front
door and squatted down beside the flowerbed. He found the key and cautiously
unlocked the door and edged it open.


There was a flicker of movement
inside the darkened house, and he swept Brenda behind him, glancing around him
for a weapon.


She peeked around his shoulder
just as there was a plaintive mew from the hallway.


“It’s just the kitten,” she said,
stepping around him and kneeling awkwardly on the porch. “Here, baby,” she
crooned to the kitten, holding out her hand.


Mask tentatively stepped forward,
nosing at the palm of her hand, then looking up at her with wide eyes. Another
tiny mew.


“My poor baby.” Brenda gathered
the little cat up and settled her into the crook created by the cast on her
left arm. She petted the soft fur with her good hand.


“You need food, I bet, don’t you,
darling?”


Mask licked her hand.


“Let’s get inside,” ordered
Phillip from behind her, a hand in the center of her back.


Normally, she would have taken
exception to the peremptory tone, but now, she was just too tired to care.
Getting to her feet, she started toward the darkened interior.


“Let me go in first,” Phillip
said, reaching out and stopping her.


She let him precede her into the
house, reaching over and clicking on the light in the hallway. The house seemed
much less sinister with the mundane light of the hall fixture illuminating it.


Everything was just as the crime
squad had left it… Which was to say, a complete and utter wreck. There was
print powder dusted everywhere she could see.


From where she stood, she could
see the disordered playroom and a glimpse of her tossed bedroom. Hopefully that
was the worst of it…she hadn’t checked the garage, or Daisy’s room, or…


Brenda sighed. “It’s going to
take me forever to get this place cleaned up.”


“Are you sure you don’t want any
help?”


It was tempting to forgive him
for being a cop, for humoring her along, for pretending to be her friend…but
she hardened her heart. It isn’t worth the help to forgive the humiliation.


“Yes. I’m sure. I’m going to have
to figure out how to do things on my own eventually. It’ll be weeks before this
darn thing comes off.” She gestured with the broken wrist—forgetting the kitten
was sleeping in the crook.


Mask protested, clawing herself
upright. Brenda chuckled.


“Sorry, little missy.”


“Well, let’s make sure there’s no
one else here. Once the house is secure, and I’m convinced you’re locked in
tight, I’ll go—and I’ll check back with you later in the day.”


“You don’t have to—”


“I know I don’t. But I’m going
to.” The expression on his face brooked no refusal.


“Whatever,” she sighed. “Go for
it.”


As he moved further into the
house, Brenda headed into the kitchen to feed the kitten. She stopped in the
doorway with a little gasp of dismay. She had cleaned up the handprints from
Daisy’s aborted breakfast attempt…didn’t I? It was days ago…


And yet the counters were once
again covered with white flour.


She stepped forward. There were
distinct handprints in the flour, and this time they were all one size—much too
large for Daisy, and yet, too small for her own when she held her right hand
out to make sure. Not that she would have forgotten throwing flour around the
kitchen…


What the hell is going on
around here? This sick joke has gone too far!


She had never been one to believe
in the supernatural, and she wasn’t about to start now. No matter how compelling
some of the evidence was. No, someone human was trying to drive her crazy—and
she just wasn’t about to let it work. She had Daisy to think of.


And, for now, she had Mask to
take care of. Sighing, she set the kitten on the floor. Taking a partial can of
food out of the refrigerator, she scooped the remainder into Mask’s food bowl,
and then started for the sink with the water bowl.


As soon as Phillip left, she’d
draw herself a nice hot bath and soak in it until all of this went away—at
least for a while. She smiled to herself. That sounded heavenly…


There was another fan of flour on
the counter beside the sink, and she glanced at it as she reached for the
faucet.


She dropped the bowl with a
clatter as she saw a message appear line by line in the flour—HI MOM…I’M HOME.
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He had thought maybe the flour
thing would work. When he saw that he could leave handprints on the day of the
aborted pancakes, he had resolved to try it again next time he had a chance.


Now that she was here and he had
tried to make contact, he realized he should’ve known better. His mom had never
believed in anything supernatural. She scoffed at ghost stories and
stuff.


But he couldn’t help what he was.
And if she wouldn’t accept him as a ghost, he’d never be able to tell her—what?


What was it he was supposed to
tell her…it was so damn important…


He bit his lip at the swear word.
Being dead was no reason to be vulgar. His mother had always said there was no
excuse for vulgarity.


He could feel himself slipping
back to the darkness he floated in most of the time. He’d failed again. But
there must be some way to get through to her.
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Phillip ran into the kitchen,
skidding to a stop beside her.


“What is it, Brenda? What
happened?”


She shook her head, bending down
to pick up the water bowl and filling it automatically. She set it down for
Mask.


“I don’t know…” she shrugged.
“It’s got to be a prank of some kind. I mean, look at this place.” She encompassed
the whole kitchen with a sweeping gesture. “Some kid must’ve come in last night
after we left. After the crime squad left. Maybe they didn’t lock up or
something. A friend of Robbie’s maybe—not that this is the sort of thing I
would expect a friend to do.” She wasn’t ready to tell him what she
thought she had seen.


Phillip frowned, scanning the
countertop.


“Do you have a camera handy?”


“I had a disposable—but I used it
the other night—oh! Remind me to show you those photos. I got them back yesterday.
I don’t have another one…


“Wait a minute! I gave…was going
to give Ethan a digital for Christmas last year. I think I put it in the top of
the hall closet. I hope I’ve got batteries.”


She stepped into the hall and
stood on her toes to pull the brightly-wrapped package off the shelf. It was
just one of many. Somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to do anything with them
either. Maybe she would donate these to some charity come Christmas too.


Daisy’s were the only packages
that had been opened last year.


The shiny red paper was dusty
now…no longer a symbol of cheer, but just another dingy reminder of what was
lost.


She ripped off the slick paper
with a savage growl. She couldn’t stand looking at it anymore.


The advertising on the camera box
inside promised to capture all life’s happiest moments. Brenda felt a surge of
bile in her throat and gulped it back. No happy times here—only someone’s
idea of a crummy practical joke…distasteful at best.


She took the boxed camera back
into the kitchen and handed it to Phillip. It was a kit promising to include
everything needed to just open up and go. She had expected Ethan to be taking
pictures of the kids opening gifts with it, not some guy who was practically a
stranger using it as a crime scene camera.


Phillip removed the camera from
the box, made sure the data card was seated correctly, inserted the enclosed
batteries, and checked to see that they were still charged. Nodding in
satisfaction, he quickly snapped several shots of the floury handprints and the
note scrawled beside the sink.


“While we’re at it, let’s get
shots of the other areas of disturbance.”


“Didn’t the crime scene team do
that yesterday?”


“Probably, but it never hurts to
have copies of your own. In case there’s a need to go to trial.”


The sentence refused to process
through her brain. Brenda looked up at him, her mind blank. “What?”


“The other areas that were
ransacked might be important at trial. Like the damage to your bedroom, for
example—and it might help you see if there’s something missing. We might as
well document the playroom area as well. Even if the video game cabinet’s gone,
a trained investigator might’ve seen something in the room that I’ve missed.
We’ll check in with the station when we’re through here.”


She shrugged. “Whatever you think
best.”


She trailed after Phillip like a
ghost as he moved through the house snapping picture after picture. It’s a
good thing I opted for a decent memory card, she thought wryly.


When they came to the master
bedroom, Brenda steeled herself to face the mess again. She struggled to
remember whether or not her underwear had been thrown about the room. With her
luck, those holey panties that were worn only on laundry days would be front
and center.


But when Phillip pushed the door
fully open, the room was spotless—or at least as neat as it usually was. The
drawers had been closed, the clothes in the closet hung neatly. The top of the
dressing table had been straightened, bottles in ordered ranks. Brenda was thunderstruck.


Phillip turned to her with a
puzzled frown. “We didn’t clean up in here, did we?”


She shook her head numbly.


“No. It was a wreck. The crime
scene team wouldn’t do this, would they?”


The thought that some stranger
had spent time cleaning her bedroom was worse than the fact it’d been trashed
in the first place. It sent a shiver trembling through her.


What the hell going on here?
Why is someone doing this to me? How could anyone be so damn cruel?


Phillip shook his head adamantly.
“No. There isn’t a CSI in the world who doesn’t know to leave the scene as
close as possible to how they found it.”


He took a few pictures of the
bedroom despite its newly-cleaned condition. “I’ll compare these to those they
should’ve taken yesterday. We’ll see if we can figure out why someone would do
this.”


Brenda was having second thoughts
about being on her own in the house. Someone seemed to be coming and going
about the place as they pleased.


“You aren’t staying here alone,
and that’s final,” Phillip announced. “You can come home with me, or I can stay
here with you—hell, I’ll even check you into a motel if you want me to—but you
are not going to be in this house by yourself.”


“I-I think you’re right,” she
answered, in a small, timid voice. “I don’t want to be alone.”


“It’s almost daylight outside
now. Do you think you would feel more comfortable here or at my place?”


“I need to get the place ready to
bring Daisy home. My parents aren’t really equipped for an extended visit from
a four-year-old. She can be a real handful.”


“I’m sure they’re loving every
minute of it. She’s a real sweetheart.”


Brenda smiled. “Yes, yes she is.
I’d be lost without her.” She stifled a yawn behind her hand.


“You’re dead on your feet,”
Phillip scolded. “Come and lie down on the sofa for a while and I’ll call in
the latest incidents.”


She was grateful he didn’t
suggest that she lie down in the bedroom. She might never sleep in that room
again.


“Do we have to call it in?”


“I’m sorry, but we do. Someone
broke into your house yet again, Brenda. We need a full report in evidence in
case it’s needed on down the line. We need someone who knows what they’re doing
to look into it.”


“Can’t you look into it?”
she pleaded.


Phillip shook his head.


“I’m not really a crime scene
investigator. I’m just a patrol officer. That’s why I called the experts
yesterday. I’m good for writing parking tickets and settling domestic disputes,
but I’m no good at stuff like this.”


“I just hate the thought of more
strangers rooting through my things.”


“I’ll ask them to send the same
team, okay? They know what they’re doing, sweetheart. I promise they’ll be
careful. And when they’re done, I’ll help you straighten up for Daisy.”


Brenda yawned again.


“If you think you should call, go
ahead. I think I’ll take one of my painkillers and sack out on the couch until
you’re finished with everything.”


“Sounds good. And while we’re at
it, I think I should get someone to change the locks as well.”


She nodded her agreement. The
hassle and expense of changing the locks would be worth it if it’d keep the
intruders out of her house.


And, although the thought of
being present while crime scene personnel invaded her home still bothered her,
Phillip’s reasoning was sound, and she was too tired to argue anymore. Her arm
hurt, her head hurt, and her heart hurt—though maybe not for the same reason.


She plodded to the kitchen and
drew a glass of water from the tap. She somehow managed to get the cap off the
pill bottle, but it wasn’t easy. She looked at the instructions on the bottle.
TAKE 1 OR 2 AS NEEDED FOR PAIN. NOT TO EXCEED 12 PER 24 HOURS.


She bit her lip and shook two
into the palm of her hand. Popping them into her mouth, she gulped down half
the glass of water, staring down at the note in the flour.


She wondered if it would hamper
the crime scene investigators to find her unwashed glass in the sink, and then
decided she didn’t care. She set the glass down and wandered out to the living
room.


Lying down on the sofa, she
kicked off her shoes and managed to pull the crocheted throw off the back and
cover herself with it. She could already feel the pain pills kicking in—or
maybe it was all placebo effect. Whatever it was, she was getting sleepy, and
the pain was sliding away. It will be nice to leave all the important stuff
to Phillip and just drift off…


 


The next thing she knew, the
front door was slamming back against the wall of the hallway. She heard
Robbie’s voice, filled with excitement— “Mom! Mom! We won! We won! I got to
pitch most of the game, and I scored two runs and drove in three more.”


She heard the clatter of the bat
hitting the tiles of the hallway, and the slap of his glove following it.


With a sigh of exasperation, she
sat up on the couch. “Robert James Barnett! Pick up your things and take them to
your room.”


“Mooooommm!” The tone of
exasperation in Robbie’s voice matched hers to a tee.


She grinned as the boy ran back
to the hall and gathered up the baseball equipment.


“Come here and give your old mom
a hug,” she called.


“Do I have to?” he groaned, with
all the pent-up dismay a twelve-year-old boy could muster for an unreasonable
mother.


“Yes, you do,” she answered.


She grinned. It was good to have
Robbie home.


She pushed off from the couch and
turned to face the hallway. She could hear the boy coming toward the living
room, and a niggling dismay started to build.


Something was wrong with this
picture. There was a reason Robbie shouldn’t be here tonight.


Was he supposed to stay over with
someone…?


Suddenly she remembered. Robbie
was dead. He’d been dead for almost a year. He couldn’t be here.


And then Robbie cleared the
doorway. The stench of him hit her in the face in a palpable wave—rot with a
hint of charred meat. The gleam of bone could be seen through his burned,
desiccated flesh. He wore a moldering baseball uniform—even though he had been
buried in a dress suit. He grinned up at her, one eye dancing, the other gone.
He reached out toward her. “If you insist…” he said.


 


She screamed.
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Brenda sat up with a strangled
gasp, her heart pounding so loudly in her chest it echoed in her ears. In fact,
it seemed to be pounding outside her body.


After a moment of disorientation,
she realized the pounding was actually knocking on the front door. Groaning,
she swung her feet off the couch and buried her head in her hand. It must be
the crime scene team.


She registered Phillip answering
the door, and thanked God that, apparently, this time her screams had stayed
inside her dream.


At least that is something. What will he think of me if I scream like a banshee every couple
of hours?


She could hear a murmured
conversation in the hallway, and struggled to shake off the effects of the
dream, straightening her clothes and raking her good hand through her hair. As she
was slipping her shoes back on, Phillip poked his head into the living room.
She smiled at him wanly.


“The crime team’s here,” he told
her. “You want me to show them what we discovered today?”


“Could you? I-I’m not up to
talking to them right now.”


“Sure.” He nodded.


“Thanks.” She got to her feet,
not really wanting to interact with the crime scene people at all. She opened
the sliding glass door to the backyard and stepped out into the early morning
chill. The sun was just peeping over the horizon, and most of the yard was in
shadow.


She wandered over to Daisy’s
window and looked at the ground where the footprints had been. There were still
vague impressions in the damp earth, though the footprints weren’t as clear as
they had been when she first discovered them. Hopefully, they had taken
impressions yesterday, but there was no evidence of it.


She studied them more closely.
She was no trained investigator, but she could still tell the person who had
stood staring in had been wearing shoes. So, at least it means he was
human…doesn’t it?


No self-respecting skeleton would
be caught dead in shoes, so it suggested a less supernatural visitor, despite
Daisy’s claim to the contrary—and what she thought she’d seen in the
restaurant.


She frowned, squatting down on
her haunches and examining the footprints more closely. It’d been dark the
other night when she found them, and in all the chaos since, she hadn’t gotten
back to look again. There was a definite pattern in the bottom of the
impressions, and it looked familiar to her. Where had she seen it before…? Try
as she might, she couldn’t remember.


She supposed she should check
with the crime scene people to see if they had taken impressions
yesterday. Maybe if they’d taken a cast or whatever it was they did with footprints
these days…it might make the pattern easier to see. She should get Phillip to
come and take a photo or two as well.


She stood up with a stifled groan
and started for the back door. Phillip opened it just as she got there. He was
followed by a petite blond with a ponytail and a large tackle box of equipment.


“This is Officer Coleman,” he
told Brenda. “Can you show her where those footprints are? The impressions they
took yesterday were inconclusive as to brand of footwear, so they want to try
again.”


“I was just coming in to get you
so I could,” she replied, nodding at the blond. “They’re over here.”


She led the way back around the
house to the window. The area where the footprints had been was now smooth and
pristine. The impressions were completely gone.


She stared at the ground in
surprise.


“I was just looking at them. They
were right here. Phillip…you saw them.”


He looked at the ground.


“Actually, I didn’t. You told me
about them, but I never saw them.”


Brenda was stunned. I could
have sworn…


“Well, it doesn’t really matter.
You got some kind of impression yesterday, didn’t you?”


Officer Coleman shrugged. “Not
really, ma’am. The plaster just showed two vague depressions. Could have been
anything. I wasn’t sure the tech was even in the right spot if those were
supposed to be footprints.”


“I guess I can describe them to
you at least. They were about this long—” She held up her hands about a foot
apart. “And there was a pattern on the sole. I think I’ve seen it before, but I
don’t remember where. I can try to draw it for you.”


Coleman glanced sideways at
Phillip, eyebrow raised. She was obviously skeptical about Brenda’s story.


The thought rankled. Brenda drew
herself up to her full height.


“They were there. I saw them not
one minute ago.”


“I’m sure there was something—”
Phillip began soothingly, reaching out to place a hand on her shoulder.


She shrugged it off angrily, not
in the mood for consolation.


“There were footprints right
here!” She pointed at the flower bed. “My four-year-old daughter saw a skeletal
man standing outside her window less than a week ago. She was scared to death!”
Okay, so maybe she was stretching the truth a bit, but a normal four-year-old
would have been…


“Brenda, calm down.”


Phillip is using his
suspect-placating voice, I bet. Well, I’m not going to stand for it!


“I will not calm down! I’m not
crazy. There was someone here. Right here!” Her finger stabbed toward
the ground.


Following the line of her finger,
she noticed something in the strengthening daylight.


“Look,” she said excitedly, “you
can see marks in the soil. Someone swept this spot clean. Don’t you see the
brush marks?”


“Let’s go inside, Brenda,”
Phillip murmured. “Let Officer Coleman take a look.”


This time she accepted the arm
around her shoulders, but it seemed less comforting than condescending now. That
probably isn’t fair. Phillip is only trying to help…isn’t he?


Darn it—she just didn’t know if
she could trust him fully or not. She wasn’t sure if she should take the
chance.


Inside the house, Phillip
introduced her to the rest of the crime scene crew. She didn’t grasp their
names; she didn’t really care. Her mind was spinning, trying to make sense of
the footprints—or lack thereof.


“Why don’t we go check on Daisy?”
Phillip offered.


“It’s barely sunrise. Besides, Mother
will insist she go to church, even if we do go over. It would be better just to
wait. God, I could use a nice hot bath.”


“Well, then, let me take you back
to my place where you can take one.”


She shook her head. “I don’t have
any clean clothes to change into.”


“I bet the gang would let you
grab something from your bedroom, especially since things have been
straightened up. I’m sure they got the photos they needed of the bedroom
yesterday. Come and pack a bag.”


“Oh, alright,” she sighed. “But I
don’t want to go back to your place,” she said firmly. “I’d rather go to a
hotel.”


The same hurt she had seen before
flashed across his face again—could she trust that look?


“Whatever you want.”


She slipped past him toward the
bedroom as Phillip spoke to one of the crime scene crew.


The man nodded toward the closet.


“I think we’ve done all we need
in here, ma’am. Go ahead and pack a bag if you want.”


She moved mechanically around the
room, gathering underwear, t-shirts, and clean sweats and carrying them to the
bed, where she had laid one of Ethan’s old gym bags. She was keenly aware of
the man standing in the doorway behind her. Her cheeks burned with the thought
he was seeing her most intimate garments—and the knowledge they weren’t the
newest…


She debated whether she should
bother to pack something dressier than the everyday clothing, but decided it
didn’t matter. She had no reason to dress up anymore. It didn’t appear likely
she and Phillip would be meeting for anything outside the case again.


Not knowing when she might be
back, she slipped a photo of the family in on top of the bag—a happy photo when
the four of them were together and laughing. She ran her fingers over the
glass.


Oh, Ethan…how much I miss you, she thought, biting her lip.


She gulped, fighting the zipper
closed on the bag. No more maudlin memories. She had to keep herself together,
for Daisy.


Once church was over, she would
call her parents and tell them she would be staying at a hotel for a couple of
days. Her dad would want her to come back to their house, but her mother
wouldn’t. She’d figure out a way to get out of it. With Mary being against it,
Papa wouldn’t push too hard.


She slipped the strap of the bag
over her shoulder. It was sad she really didn’t need anything else out of the
room. Her purse was still be at Phillip’s—damn, a reason to go back to the
charming bungalow she had felt so at home in. Well, she would make him go in
and get it. She would need it at the hotel to check in, but she wasn’t stepping
foot inside his house again. At least not anytime soon.


Phillip met her in the hallway.


“You ready to go?” he asked. “I
called a locksmith, and he’ll be here soon. The team promised to make sure the
locks get changed, and they’ll drop the new keys by my house later. I’ll get
them to you as soon as possible.”


She nodded.


“I’ve given the memory card from
the camera to the crime scene team. They’ll give it back when they’ve had a
chance to process the pictures.”


“It doesn’t matter,” she mumbled.
“No hurry.”


“Did you say you had some other
photos to show me?”


“Oh, yeah…” She stepped into the
kitchen and retrieved the envelope of photos from the drawer beside the
refrigerator.


“Here.” She handed him the
envelope.


“I’ll take you to a hotel if it’s
what you really want,” he said softly, tucking the envelope inside his jacket,
“but you’re welcome at the house anytime.”


“I need my purse from there, but
then I really would rather go to a hotel for a few days…I need to get my head
together.”


He was silent on the way back to
his house. She could feel the hurt radiating from him, but she didn’t care.


She’d gotten far too dependent on
Phillip far too fast in this relationship. It was better to just let it end
now.


After she got her purse, they
would go back to a purely professional relationship. That was for the best.


At least she would know where to
find a cop if she needed one…


…in a purely professional
capacity.


They pulled up outside the
darkened bungalow, and Phillip stopped the car. He turned to her. “Sure you
won’t come in for a few minutes? Just for coffee or something?”


“Just get my purse, please.”


He sighed.


“Okay.”


He opened his door and started
for the house. Brenda sat twisting the strap of the gym bag in her hand as she
waited for him to get back. Life is getting so damn complicated.


She let her head drop back
against the headrest. Her eyes drifted closed.


 


Suddenly there was a loud bang on
the roof of the car, and she started awake. She glanced around her wildly.
Standing outside the car was the skeletal man who had been dogging her steps
lately. He grinned at her maniacally and started to reach for the door handle.


She slammed the lock down, heart
pounding in her chest then scrabbled to hit the locks on the other doors. Eyes
wide with terror, she panted, trying to catch her breath as he leaned toward
the window.


“Gonna get you!”


He grinned, showing a mouthful of
discolored teeth—and then his head went up like a dog catching a scent. He
looked toward the house, and she could see Phillip fiddling with the door.


“Count on it.”


The gaunt figure took off down
the street at a gallop, halfway down the block before Phillip got to the car.


He reached to open the door. A
frown creased his brow when he found it locked.


“Brenda…why’s the door locked?”


“He was here!” she cried, leaning
across the driver’s seat to open the door.


“What? Who was here?”


“The skellyman—he was right
here!”


Phillip looked up and down the
street. There was no one in sight.
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He bounded off down the street,
laughing maniacally. That was fun! Oh, lord—the look on her face. Sheer
terror. Beautiful!


He still couldn’t believe she
hadn’t recognized him yet. Shaving his head had been a stroke of genius. It
just reinforced her stupidity—dumb cunt to be fooled by such a simple
disguise.


Though the image in the mirror
wasn’t as handsome as it used to be, was it? Meth would do that do you…but it
felt so good.


Once he decided he’d run far
enough away from the car, he slowed to a casual stroll. After all, it wasn’t as
if he had anywhere special to go.


That’s why he really enjoyed this
new line of work. His time was his own. He could take the day off if he wanted,
or he could burn the midnight oil at a job he really loved. He’d found his true
calling at last.


But he’d been hunting too often
lately. He had to be careful, or even the homeless would eventually begin to be
missed. It’s so much fun, though…I’ve found my bliss, as they say.


The skellyman tugged on his lip
as he contemplated his options. He really wanted to play today. Maybe the
answer was to spread his wings a bit. If I take my show on the road,
there’ll be less chance of detection than here on my home turf.


He searched through his pockets,
checking the bits and scraps of paper accumulated there. Yes! Here was his bus
pass—Tom Brown’s bus pass, that was.


He had many items of identity
with good ol’ Tom’s name on it. Of course, he’d checked the name in the phone
book before he’d decided on it as a personal in-joke. There’d been sixteen Tom
Browns in the general vicinity, if you counted the various small towns in the
area.


Tom Brown would use his pass to
get to the city limits, and then he’d take a little stroll in the country…find
him someone to play with. And the skellyman would play all night.


He’d heard the Bitch tell the
Spic that was what Daisy was calling him. He liked it. It had a nice ring to
it…
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 “Are you sure you didn’t fall
asleep again, Brenda? With all the stress you’ve been under it would be natural
to dream of this man. There’s no one in sight on the street.” Phillip handed
her purse to her.


She took it from him, opening her
mouth to protest, then subsiding with a sigh. There was no point in arguing.
Phillip didn’t believe her, and there was no way to convince him. Why waste energy
trying?


“I’m really worried about you,
Brenda. These incidents seem to be escalating.”


“What incidents? You mean my
crazy hallucinations? That’s what you think is happening, isn’t it? That I’m
imagining all this? Seeing things that aren’t there?


“Well, you’re wrong. This man’s
stalking me and my child. He’s threatened me; he knows where I live; and,
somehow, he seems to know where I’m going to be at any given time. I
don’t know how he does it, but he is real, and he’s trying to destroy me
and mine for some unknown reason.”


“Let’s say you’re right,
sweetheart…do you think you could describe this man to a sketch artist? If we
had a picture, it might make it easier to find him.”


“I’ll never forget his face. I
can tell you exactly what he looks like.”


“Alright, then. Let’s drop by the
station and see if we can’t get that sketch made.”


He drove to the police station in
silence.


Brenda steeled herself for what
was to come. She’d never even had so much as a parking ticket before Ethan
died. She’d never dealt with the police in any capacity at all until the
accident, but it seemed like they were becoming more and more a part of her
life every time she turned around.


When they reached the station,
Phillip pulled into a numbered slot then turned to her, taking her hand. “I
know this is all very difficult for you, but we need to figure out what’s going
on here. If there really is a guy—”


She started to interrupt, but he
raised a hand to stop her.


“—we need to pin an identity on
him as soon as possible. The incidents are escalating, and we can’t afford to
have that happen.”


“You’re damn right we
can’t!”


“There’s Daisy to think of. You
need to get this straightened out for her sake.”


“Because she’s better off without
a crazy mother, you mean?” she snapped, jerking her hand free.


She knew it wasn’t his fault—he
was doing the best he could to be supportive and helpful, and she kept blowing
up at him—but she couldn’t help her reactions. For a man who purported to be
interested in a relationship with her, he wasn’t working very hard to make her
feel safe and sane.


“That’s not what I mean at all. I
just think you’ll be better able to deal with her if you aren’t distracted by
this—”


“—obsession?” she finished
bitterly. “Maybe you’re right. And maybe if you see his face, you’ll believe
me.”


She took a deep breath and came
to a decision. He deserved better treatment than she’d been giving him. She
would have to meet him somewhere halfway. And she did want him to know she
wasn’t indifferent to his concern.


“Listen,” she began, putting her
hand on his arm. “I know I’ve been all over the map emotionally. I know I sound
like a lunatic—and I know I’ve been snapping at you every time you turn
around—much more than you should have to put up with. It’s just…these things
I’ve been seeing and hearing…they’re either real—or so convincing they’ve made
me believe they’re real. And I’m terrified. If I had a history of mental
illness, maybe there’d be some sort of explanation, but I don’t.


“It makes no sense. If they’re
something supernatural, why now? Why wait a year?” She shook her head
dismissively. “I don’t believe in ghosts. That can’t be it.


“I’m sorry I keep lashing out at
you—I know you’re really trying to help me—but I don’t think I have enough
control of myself at the moment to stop the anger. I—I just want you to know
it’s not you. I’m not reacting to you…just all the rest of this craziness.”


He squeezed her hand.


“I understand, Brenda. And I’m
willing to wait until you’re ready. As long as you need.


“Now, let’s go inside. There
should be someone to do a sketch for us, even on a Sunday morning.”


Brenda fumbled with the door,
hampered by her bags. She pushed the gym bag to the floor, and slipped her
purse strap up over her cast to her shoulder. “I just want to get this over
with.”


Stepping out of the car into the
cool morning air, she took a deep breath to steady her nerves. Fall was
definitely in the air. It was normally her favorite time of year, but she
doubted if she would ever look at October the same way again.


Great. Christmas has been
ruined, and now Halloween too.


Inside the station house, Phillip
introduced her to a petite young woman with stylish wire-rim glasses and
blue-tipped hair. “This is Christa. She volunteers around here doing clerical
work and such. She’s a crackerjack artist though—going to school for a graphics
art degree.”


He leaned down to whisper loudly,
“I think she’s better than the official sketch artist, if you want to know the
truth.”


As Christa’s face took on a rosy
flush, he guided both women to a desk out of the main traffic pattern of the
room. “Why don’t you two sit down over there out of the way and see if you can
get your skellyman down on paper?”


Christa grinned at Brenda. “This
sounds like a challenge. Way cool. I get bored around here. Most of the time I’m
just filing reports. Now, who’s been bothering you?”


She pulled a sketch pad and
pencil out of a messenger bag slung across her chest and sat down on one side
of the desk, gesturing for Brenda to have a seat on the other side. Her eyes
sparkled behind her glasses.


Brenda found herself stifling a
smile. There was something infectious about the girl’s enthusiasm. Maybe
this really is a good idea.


Sitting down at the desk, Brenda
took a deep breath. “I’m not sure how to go about this,” she admitted.


“Well, we start with a basic
facial structure. Was the man fat, thin, average—is his face squat, long,
heart-shaped?”


“He’s very gaunt, almost
skeletal. Skin drawn tight over his skull.”


Christa drew a few brisk lines on
the page, and the result sent a chill through Brenda. Even without any
distinguishing features, the girl had managed to capture the essence of the
stranger.


Christa asked questions, and
Brenda numbly supplied the answers, watching in horrified fascination as the
face of the skellyman began to take shape on the page. Hollowed eyes burned in
the sketch, a wide mouth with a glimpse of damaged teeth, a scythe-blade of a
nose. There were several scars marring the surface of the skin, but she wasn’t
quite sure if the placement was perfect. Still, it was a fairly accurate
likeness.


As she studied the sketch, Brenda
felt a teasing familiarity about it. It felt like she should recognize the
man…but she didn’t. Except for the last few days, she’d never seen him in her
life. She would have sworn to it in court. And yet…


“Anything else you can think of?”
Christa asked at last, smudging in a bit of shadow.


“No. That’s the man who’s been
stalking me. You’re amazing.”


Christa ducked her head. “Thanks.
Maybe someday everybody will think so.”


She grinned at Brenda. “Well, if
that’s it, we’ll make copies of this and get it to the boys to keep an eye
out.”


The girl studied the sketch.
“He’s really creepy-looking. I can see why he’s scared you.”


“What worries me the most is he
seems to be stalking my child as well. She’s only four.”


“Ick! That’s nasty. I hope they
catch him soon.”


“So do I.”


Phillip looked up from his
conversation across the room as Brenda rose to her feet. He said something to
the policeman he was speaking to, and then came to meet them. “All done?”


Christa held out the sketchpad.
“Here you go, Philster.”


He winced at the diminutive.


“Awesome as always,” he replied,
studying the drawing. “So, this is the guy?”


“That’s him,” Brenda answered
with a shiver.


“Someone this ugly, he’s bound to
attract attention sooner or later. Now that we have a picture, I’ll have the
sergeant ask if anyone has run across him. Maybe somebody’s seen him on their
beat. Cops’re trained to notice a face like this. The sketch’ll help a lot.
Thanks, Christa.”


“No prob.” She turned to Brenda.
“It was nice meeting you. I hope they catch him soon.” With a little wave, she
returned to the stack of files she’d been sorting when they arrived.


“We’ll get it out on the street,”
Phillip promised. “You need a copy?”


“Whatever for?”


“Some people ask for one.”


“I’d rather never see that face
again.” She shuddered.


Phillip handed the sketch to one
of his fellow officers, “Get this circulating, will you, Jim? And make sure
anyone who might’ve seen this guy lets me know ASAP.”


“Sure thing, Phil,” replied the
officer. He whistled at the sketch in his hand. “That sure is one ugly mother.”


Phillip turned to Brenda. “You
ready to go check on Daisy?”


She glanced at her watch. “I
suppose they may be back from church by now,” she said, amazed by the length of
time that had passed as she worked on the sketch with Christa. “Mother likes to
go to the early service.”


“Let’s go around and check,
then.”


She was certainly spending a lot
of time in Phillip’s car, she thought, as she guided him to the Fullertons’ home.
Both the truck and her mother’s compact were parked in the driveway when they
pulled up to the curb behind her station wagon.


One of the tires of her car
rested on the lawn. She had been in a panic the other night…


Brenda ran her good hand through
her hair. “Here we are.”


“I’m sure Daisy’ll be thrilled to
see you,” he said softly. “You want me to come in with you?”


“Might as well. You…you’re still
driving me to the hotel, aren’t you?” she asked in a voice she hardly
recognized as her own.


She hated being reliant on him,
but there was no way she would feel comfortable driving herself with her broken
arm. Something would have to be arranged long term, but for today, she just
wanted to see Daisy and then get someplace private where she could take that long,
hot bath.


“Are you going to take her to the
hotel with you?”


“I don’t think that’d be a good
idea. Papa’ll see she gets to school for the next few days.”


Phillip glanced toward the house.
He chuckled. “It looks like we’re drawing attention. We’d better go and say
hello.”


Brenda looked over at the house.
Her mother stood on the porch, a frown on her face as she hid behind her
crossed arms—always closed off…never welcoming.


Sighing, Brenda opened the car
door. “Might as well get it over with.”


They got out of the car and
walked toward Mary. Before they got halfway up the walk, Daisy burst out of the
house, squealing at the top of her lungs, “Mama! Mama! You’s home! You’s home!”


“Yes, little bird, I’m here.” She
laughed down at the little girl, fondly. “Have you been a good girl?”


“Ever so good, Mama. Ever so
good. And Bones too.”


Brenda bent down and kissed the
top of Daisy’s golden head.


“That’s good to hear, darlin’.
I’m so proud of you.”


Mary called from her position on
the porch.


“It’s about time you checked in
with us, Brenda Elaine. I tried to call you several times last night…”


Brenda bit back a groan. She
should have guessed something like that would happen.


“I’m sorry, Mother. Something
unexpected came up last night.”


“Well, you could’ve had the decency
to call. Your father was worried sick.” Mary sniffed. “Are you going to
introduce me to your…friend?”


“It’s the police-man,” Daisy
warbled. “Teacher’s brother police-man.”


Phillip stuck out his hand.


“Phillip Sanchez, Mrs. Fullerton.
Pleased to make your acquaintance.”


Mary looked down her nose at the
extended hand, and then deigned to offer her fingertips for a limp shake.


“Likewise, I’m sure,” she said
flatly, taking all believability from the response.


Phillip took the slight in
stride, bending down to talk to Daisy.


“And how’ve you been, Miss
Daisy?”


“Everything’s copspecectic, Mr.
Police-man,” she said solemnly—her version of one of Ethan’s favorite
expressions.


Brenda’s heart lurched. When
will it stop hurting?


“That’s good to hear,” Phillip
told the little girl. “No more skellymen?”


“Oh, I didn’t say that,” Daisy
answered, grinning from ear-to-ear. “He was sitting in the back of the church
this morning.”
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Well, church was fun today.


He generally avoided the place
with a passion, but he’d remembered how fervent The Bitch’s mother was…and if
the Angel wasn’t with her mother, there was only one other place she could be.


He’d been lurking outside the Fullertons’
after his playtime and caught a glimpse of Mary leading Daisy out of the house.
Following on a whim, he’d found himself outside the church and decided what the
Hell…


Slipping into the rear pew, he
amused himself throughout the service by making faces at Daisy as she peered
wide-eyed over the back of her own pew. They seemed to have the same opinion of
the droning sermon.


Such a little angel she was, with
those shining golden curls and her quick, easy smile. So beautiful…but she had
a temper. He’d seen evidence of that. It was one of the things intriguing him
so about her.


We will have such fun
together.


He waved at her across the
crowded church, and she wiggled her fingers back at him.


“I’ll see you soon,” he mouthed
to her.


She giggled and covered her mouth
with both hands. Mary leaned over and spoke sharply to the child. Daisy turned
around with a pout.


Ah well, so much for quality
time.


He slipped out of the church
before the service ended, taking a deep cleansing breath of the cool air as
soon as he cleared the building. He hated the hypocrisy of religion more than
almost anything—except Brenda Barnett.


He slipped his hands into his
pockets and strolled off down the street. What should I do to amuse myself
today…?


The Sunday sun-worshipers were
out in force already. So maybe he wasn’t the only one who hated church.


Religion was a funny thing. He’d
heard it called “the opiate of the masses.” For some, he supposed it was. It
soothed their consciences to put their pittances in the offering plate and sit
piously in the pews while a minister spewed forth his tripe. Hell, most of the
congregation slept through the sermons anyway.


To him, it was just a waste of
time. Totally useless. When he was in college, he’d used a hollowed-out Bible
to hide his stash of pot. No one had ever found it—not even his steady
girlfriend—because they believed in the sanctity of the Book. It had a kind of
holy invulnerability.


He’d even had cops toss his place
twice, and they hadn’t touched the stash either. Never even glanced at the Book.
That was the only time he’d ever found religion to be even remotely useful.


He pulled his cash out of his
pocket. It would be nice to go somewhere for a real meal. Ramen noodles on a
hot plate were getting old.


Counting through the wrinkled
bills, he frowned. Fifteen bucks and change, and the rent was due again. Plus,
he could feel the gnawing need for another fix.


His drug of choice was a lot more
expensive nowadays than pot had ever been.


Well, the question of what to do
today was now settled. First, he’d get something to eat, and then he’d go
practice his own religion—he fingered the clasp knife in his pocket with a
grin.


He needed to be careful…moving
around in broad daylight wasn’t as safe as stalking the night. He knew his face
was memorable—he’d just have to make sure that if someone saw him commit one of
his crimes, they couldn’t identify him later.
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 “Are you sure, baby?” asked
Brenda, fighting to keep her voice even.


Daisy turned and looked up at her
with a puzzled frown. “Yes, Mama. He smiled at me and waved just before we went
to Sunday School. He told me he would come visit someday soon.”


“And you’re sure it was the same
man, not just someone who looked like him?”


“Oh, yes. The man with the children
in the boneyard. Nobody looks like him. It was him. I remembereded him good.
Can I go play with Bones now?”


Brenda nodded—a set smile on her
face. She mustn’t let Daisy sense anything was wrong. She was frightened enough
for them both.


The little girl gave her a swift
hug then bounded off into the house.


Brenda turned to Mary.


“Did you see Daisy’s skellyman?”


“What’re you talking about,
Brenda Elaine?”


“Did you see him?” Brenda could
feel the anger and terror building in her voice, and took a deep breath.


She started again. “This gaunt,
disheveled man Daisy calls the skellyman—he’s been following us around. I think
he might be homeless, but I’m not sure. He may be dangerous. Did you see him?”


Mary shook her head.


“I didn’t see anyone unfamiliar
at the church, Brenda. What do you mean he might be dangerous? Is Daisy in some
kind of danger? Have you put that child in harm’s way with all your
carrying-on?”


Phillip spoke up. “There’s
nothing to worry about, Mrs. Fullerton. The police have a sketch of the suspect
now, and we’ll be on the lookout.”


“Brenda, this is too much! If
anything happens to that little girl—”


“It’s not as if I asked some
lunatic to stalk me, Mother,” Brenda snapped back. “I’m terrified by all of
this!”


For a moment, Mary’s sharp eyes
seemed to soften—Brenda felt her heart lift—and then Mary sniffed dismissively.


“Always thinking of yourself
first. Never a moment’s thought for the rest of us.”


Brenda’s shoulders sagged in
defeat. I must’ve imagined the softness.


“I just came by to check on
Daisy. I-I’m going to be staying at a hotel for the next few days. I can take
her with me, or—”


“—There you go, throwing money
around again,” Mary interrupted, throwing her hands in the air. “How can you
afford something like that, when you don’t even have a job—never have
had a job worth anything? I thought I taught you better. Money doesn’t grow on
trees, Brenda Elaine. Someday that insurance money is going to dry up, and then
where will you be?”


Brenda gulped back rising tears.
“So, I suppose it’d be better for me to stay at the house—that this lunatic has
apparently got full access to—and let him murder me in my bed to save a few
bucks? How very considerate of you to care, Mother.”


Her mother was brought up short,
but only for a moment. “Well, if you’re in such imminent danger, you certainly
aren’t taking that little angel with you. How would she get to school? Or do
you even care?”


“Fine. She can stay here. Papa
said he’d be happy to take her to school for a few days. I’ll call you when I
know where I can be reached.”


“What about this skeloman you’re
talking about, Brenda? If Daisy said he was at the church, how’d he know she
was there? Do you think he knows where to find her?”


The thought sent an
all-too-familiar spike of fear stabbing into Brenda’s soul. She couldn’t
believe the man would harm Daisy. If she did, she would go absolutely mad.


“I’m sure things’ll be fine,
Mother.”


Mary sniffed. “Seems to me you’re
being awfully casual about all this, Brenda Elaine.”


“I’ll call you,” Brenda repeated stiffly,
starting for the car before she said something that would be irreparable when
this was finally all behind them.


Did Mother ever really love me
at all?


“It was a pleasure meeting you,
Mrs. Fullerton,” said Phillip, in a tone that implied it was anything but. He
hurried to catch up with Brenda, opening the car door for her and settling her
inside.


Brenda held herself together by
sheer force of will until they had started off down the street, and then she
burst into tears.


“Why must she always make me feel
like I’m something she found on the bottom of her shoe? Ever since I was a
little girl, she’s made me feel this way,” she sobbed.


Phillip reached over and patted
her knee.


“It’s alright, sweetheart. Forget
about her. For now, concentrate on where you want to go and what you need to
do. If you let her get to you, what good does it do you?”


“You’re right…but it doesn’t make
things easier.” Brenda swiped the tears from her cheeks, taking a deep
shuddering breath.


Suddenly, she remembered
something. “Oh, damn.”


“What is it?”


“Mask. I forgot all about her
again. She’s just a baby. She can’t stay alone in the house—she’ll starve—but
most hotels don’t allow pets.”


“Tell you what. Let’s get you
checked in somewhere nice, and I’ll go pick up the kitten and take her to my
place. I’ll take care of her until this mess is over. It’ll give me a chance to
make sure the new keys work.”


“Would you?” She gazed over at
him, her knight in shining…chinos. “What would I do without you?”


“Let’s hope you don’t need to
find out anytime soon,” he replied, winking at her.


Brenda realized again how much
safer she felt with Phillip than she had all year. Something about this man
made her forget all the craziness of the last few days. Still…if they were
going to be spending much time together, there was something she needed to get
off her chest.


“Phillip…” she began tentatively.


“What is it, Brenda?”


“I really am sorry I’ve
been so passive-aggressive lately. I appreciate everything you’ve been doing
for me…for us…so very much. And I’ve enjoyed our time together…it’s
just…”


“Sunshine, you’re under a world
of stress right now. I accept that. I know your moods are all over the map
because of this lunatic. So, for now, it’s okay. When we catch him, I’m sure
things’ll even out. If they don’t…then we’ll talk. If it doesn’t work out, it
doesn’t work out. But I’m going to give it every possible opportunity.”


She felt her cheeks warming.


“I understand…” She looked down
at her hands.


“Which hotel do you want to go
to? I know a great bed and breakfast—it isn’t one of the swanky chains with
room service and a big screen TV, but it’s quiet and hospitable.”


“Sounds lovely,” she replied,
going over her finances in her head. She’d been thinking more of one of the
cheap hotels out along the highway. “How expensive is it?”


“I’m sure we can work something
out. The owner is—”


“—your aunt, or grandmother, or
cousin…or something.”


“Sister actually. Penny’s
multi-talented.”


“Oh! I don’t think I could
intrude on her. She’s got her hands full with the kids all day—when she gets
home, she probably wants to relax.”


“Not if she wants her B&B to
succeed, she doesn’t. Paying customers are what puts food on her table.
Besides, this way you can keep track of what’s going on with Daisy—and even
ride along to the school to help out if you want to. Seems like a win-win to me.”


“Okay,” she agreed. “When you put
it like that.”


“Good.” He signaled a turn and
pulled up to a neat two-story frame house set in a lawn bright with autumn
flowers. “Because we’re here.”


Brenda rolled her eyes.


“I should’ve known.”


She felt a bit self-conscious in
her wrinkled sweats. Mrs. Castillo always looked so cool and competent when
Brenda saw her.


Phillip insisted on carrying her
gym bag as he led the way to the front door. It was painted a cheery yellow,
matching the trim of the house. He rapped on the door, and it was opened almost
instantly.


“There you are!” cried Penny
Castillo. “I thought something might’ve happened to you. You said you’d be
right over,” she scolded.


Holding out a hand to Brenda, she
continued, “I’m so glad to have you, Mrs. Barnett.”


“Please, if I’m going to be
staying in your home, call me Brenda.” She glanced over at Phillip. “I didn’t
know you were expecting us, Mrs. Castillo.”


“Don’t you worry about a thing,
Brenda. And you call me Penny. You must be exhausted. Phil told me you didn’t
get much sleep last night. Let me take you to your room and help you get
settled.”


Penny turned and led the way up
the stairs to an airy room with a view of nothing but trees. It felt like they
were standing in a tree house.


“This room faces the green belt,
as you can see—no distractions. I hope it’s okay. This is the only room with a
private bath, and I thought you might appreciate that.”


“Very much,” Brenda replied, “but
if it’s your best room—I-I’m not sure I can afford it just now.”


“Don’t you worry about it.” Penny
waved her hand dismissively. “It’s the slow season, so there isn’t a pile of
reservations to fill. Besides, if you can come to school with me a time or two
next week, it’ll be payment enough. It’s the week before Halloween, so there’re
a lot of projects to complete. The kids are all psyched up for the party next
Friday, and they’ll be little hellions all week.”


“I insist on paying you
something,” Brenda protested. “After all, this is your business.”


“We’ll figure that out when the time
comes. For now, I’ll take this big lug downstairs and give him something to
eat. Why don’t you go ahead and relax in the tub for a bit? I’ll send you up a
lunch tray in a half-hour or so.”


Penny pushed the protesting
Phillip toward the door to the room.


Once they were gone, Brenda
examined the room more closely. The door had a chain, and she put it in place.
Somehow, all the tension of the day seeped away with the simple action.


The bed was a queen-sized
mattress covered with a bright yellow-based patchwork quilt. There was a
writing desk in the corner, with a stack of stationary and a pen centered
neatly atop it. An easy chair sat beside the sparkling window. On the dresser
beside the door sat a small television.


“All the comforts of home,”
Brenda murmured to herself.


She unpacked her bag into the
dresser, and stowed the gym bag in the closet. Another door led into a bathroom
with a full tub. Grabbing a change of clothes, she headed for the bath and
started the water running in the tub.


The cast made it awkward to get
her t-shirt over her head, but she finally managed, sinking down in the warm
water with a sigh. God, it feels good!


Careful to keep the broken arm
propped on the edge of the tub, she let her head rest on the rim and closed her
eyes. This is heaven after the craziness of the last few days…


She dozed off for a few moments,
waking when the water began to cool. Shaking her head to clear it, she stepped
out of the tub and dried off with one of Penny’s fluffy towels.


The air in the room was still warm
and damp. The mirror was fogged with condensation, and her attention was caught
by the obscured glass. Scrawled on the mirror in large, childish letters was
the phrase YOU CAN’T HIDE FROM ME!
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For once, the incident wasn’t the
skellyman’s fault. He couldn’t be blamed for the writing on the mirror, because
he was engaged in far more important mischief on the opposite edge of town.


He only wanted to borrow a car to
run an errand, something that couldn’t be accomplished by bus. Problem was,
there was no one to borrow it from. So, he needed to get creative.


He remembered the snotty little
clerk who always gave him shit at the convenience store. As he recalled, she
had a nice car. It’d be perfect. And he could finally give her the comeuppance
she so richly deserved.


He loitered in the shadows
outside the convenience store for an hour, waiting for her to get off work. The
day was just flying by! And the gnawing need for a fix was getting stronger.


But he didn’t mind the wait. It
gave him plenty of time to sharpen his knife.


Now he could see her through the
plate glass window, chatting with her relief clerk as she gathered her things.
Flipping her hair out of her coat collar, she exposed a long white neck just
aching for a ruby necklace.


She stepped out of the store with
a little wave to her replacement. She was parked in the employee spaces behind
the store.


Another perk. No way to see
the car from the street.


He slipped after her. Her car was
a cute little compact in a bright yellow with vanity plates that read P4RTEE.


It gave him a moment’s pause. He
couldn’t very well use a memory magnet like that to pull off his errand. On the
other hand, it was transportation, and it could always take him somewhere where
there would be something a bit less conspicuous.


The girl opened her car door and
threw her purse onto the passenger seat. As she slid into the driver’s seat,
the skellyman caught the edge of the door before she could shut it.


“What the—oh, it’s you.” Her
voice dripped contempt. “Look, man, I’m off duty. If you want to pay for a cup
of coffee in pennies, go hassle the new clerk.”


She tried to pull the door free.


“I just need a ride, lady. Surely
you can find it in your heart to help a buddy out.” He grinned, showing all his
broken teeth.


She opened her mouth to protest,
and he slammed his free hand into her windpipe, choking off the sound before it
could erupt. She gasped, fighting to get her breath back.


“I understand,” he said with a
nod, “you’d rather I drove.” Shoving her into the passenger side, he climbed
into the driver’s seat, slammed the car door, and pulled out of the parking
lot, turning toward the open countryside half a mile or so away.


The girl cowered on her side of
the car, fumbling with her door handle.


He sped up.


“Feel free to jump,” he said
amiably, “but I won’t guarantee you’ll survive the fall.”


“What do you want?” she whispered
hoarsely, eyes wide with terror.


“I just needed a ride, but you
had to get all snippy about it. Now I think we should get better acquainted, so
you can see the error of your ways.”


“I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be
rude. I’ll let you have the car—just stop for a second and let me out.
Seriously, it’s all yours. Just slow down, even. I’ll jump out.” She was babbling
now, clutching the door handle like a lifeline.


“No…no, I think I’ll keep you
around for a while. It’ll be fun. You’ll see.”


She threw open the door—even
though he was now outside of the town limits and doing about sixty-five miles
per hour down a deserted stretch of road—and dove out of the car. She hit the
tarmac and rolled several times, coming to a stop and lying there like a sack
of rubbish.


He sighed, shaking his head with
a grin.


“Have it your way.”


He turned the car around and ran
her over. The wheel nearly jerked out of his hands as the car bumped over her.
There was a satisfying crunch, like you got dropping a rotten melon, and the
car tried to fishtail away from him.


He laughed out loud. “That was
fun, Daddy…can we do it again? Why, sure, Son! Don’t mind if we do.”


Glancing through the back
windshield, he threw the car into reverse and backed over the girl for good
measure. It wasn’t as much fun as he had planned on having with her, but it
would do.


He pulled forward over the body.
Now the sound was like driving in slushy snow filled with broken branches. He
studied the remains in the rearview mirror. She certainly didn’t look snotty
now. Slimy maybe…


Reaching into her purse, he
pulled out her wallet and flipped it open. Caroline Marshall wouldn’t be going
home again. Wonder how long it will be until someone misses her?


Long enough, probably.


He checked the bill compartment.
There was almost a hundred dollars. Nice score. Enough for the rent and a small
rock, at least.


The car had a full tank of gas,
and it was a lovely day. He cranked down the windows and drove. Of course, the
further out of town he went, the longer it would take him to get back for his
errand…but it’d be worth it.


He pulled into a used car lot
about forty miles from town. He slid the car into an empty space at the back of
the lot.


The skellyman stuffed his hands
into his pockets and roamed the lot with a practiced eye. He found a low
mileage black sedan that’d do nicely. It was the work of a minute to hot-wire
the car, and he drove it off the lot, radio blasting.


He had a good suspicion where he
would find his Angel. The Bitch would’ve left her with the Parents again. It
was the only place she’d consider safe enough for her precious darling.


Sure enough, when he pulled onto
the Fullertons’ street, he could see Daisy playing in the front yard, chasing a
mangy white puppy around the lawn.


He grinned. Bet she isn’t
supposed to be doing that. Bet she is supposed to be safe and sound in the
backyard with its high privacy fence. Bet Ma Parent is too busy cooking some
swill to notice. Pa Parent will be snoozing on the couch. Hell, I bet I could
sweep the Angel up and carry her away and no one would be the wiser.


Except the Bitch probably had
every cop in town looking for him. So, not yet.


The dog ran into the street after
a badly-tossed ball, and his foot hit the accelerator instinctively.


He laughed in excitement, feeling
the car leap forward on command. Daisy ran out after the dog, and he jerked the
wheel to the right to miss her. The front tire clipped the puppy, however, and
it yelped in pain, skidding into the curb and lying there stunned.


Daisy managed to stop herself
before she ran in front of the car, and stared at him through the windshield.
He nodded at her, face stretched in a maniac grin.


He sped on down the street,
glancing back in the rear-view mirror to see her run to the puppy and kneel
beside it, hands to her face.


But her expression was more
excited fascination than sorrow. Just as he’d anticipated.
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Robbie threw himself in front of
the car, trying to protect Daisy—but of course it did no good. The car went
right through him.


It careened across the road and
hit the little white puppy. The man behind the wheel was laughing as he did it.


Wait a sec! The man behind the
wheel—was that…?


He melted through the side of the
car, hitching a ride. This man was important. There was something about him
that must be stopped.


He would try and stick close to
this man. If he didn’t, he was afraid that something very, very bad would
happen.
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Brenda fought down the scream
rising in her throat with difficulty. No more screaming. She’d been screaming
entirely too much lately. It was time to act, even if her teeth wouldn’t stop
chattering.


Struggling into a clean t-shirt
and sweats, she walked to the window on the far side of the bathroom and
inspected the lock. It was shut tight. In fact, even after she undid the catch and
tried to lift it, it remained shut. Peering closely, she could see it was
painted shut. No one had opened this window in quite some time.


She drained the tub and moved
into the bedroom. The windows here were also sealed shut. Plus, they were on
the second story of the house, and there was no tree within climbing distance.
Craning her neck to see as much of the ground outside the window as possible,
she could see no sign of ladder tracks or any other marks to suggest how
someone could get in from the outside.


That left the house. She went to
the bedroom door, but the chain was still in place. The closet maybe?


She checked that as well. The
ceiling of the tiny closet was shadowed. It was possible there was a trap door
between it and the attic…but how would her stalker have gotten into the attic?


Brenda rubbed at the goose bumps
covering her arms. This whole thing was driving her nuts. It would be so much
easier to take if there was some logical explanation—no matter how weird—but
that didn’t seem to be the case.


There was a knock at the door,
and Brenda hurried to undo the chain. Penny stood outside with the promised
tray and a friendly smile.


“It’s just leftovers,” she
apologized. “We don’t usually do lunch and dinner for the guests, but Phil said
you really needed a bit of coddling today.”


“Oh, he did, did he?” Brenda
asked, eyebrow rising.


“Don’t get mad at him. He’s just
looking out for you. I haven’t seen him this worried about someone in a long
time.”


Penny bustled over to the writing
desk and set down the tray. “I told him he could go ahead and bring your kitten
over here. There’s no problem having her stay in the room—and I’m sure she’ll
be a comfort to you.


“Besides, it’ll be nice to have a
cat around the house again. I lost mine recently. She got run over—right
outside the house—and I would’ve said this was the safest street in the
neighborhood.”


“I’m sorry to hear it,” said
Brenda sincerely.


“Well, she was very old. It was
probably a blessing in disguise.”


“Penny…can I ask you something?”


“Sure.”


“Has anyone else rented this room
lately? Or maybe just come through for some reason…a plumber perhaps?”


Penny laughed.


“You sound like Phillip. He asked
almost exactly the same questions while we were downstairs.” She shook her
head. “Nope. No one’s been here since the end of August and the last of the
summer crowd. Is there something wrong?”


“How much has Phillip told you
about why I needed to go to a hotel for a few days?”


Penny frowned.


“He said you’d been having
problems with someone bothering you, and they might’ve broken into your house.
Is there more to it than that?”


“I’m not sure,” Brenda answered
truthfully, “but I need to show you something.”


She led the way into the
bathroom. The mirror was as pristine as the rest of the room.


Brenda stepped closer, peering at
the glass. There were no traces of the message she had seen only moments
before.


“What is it, Brenda?” asked
Penny.


“There was a message—right here.
It said, ‘you can’t hide from me’.”


“I don’t see how that’s
possible,” Penny said. “This room’s been locked tight until this morning when
Phil called and said you needed a place to stay. Do you think you could’ve
imagined it?”


“I-I guess it’s possible. My nerves’re
coming through my skin these days.”


“I’d say forget about it for now,
and you can report it to Phil when he brings the kitten over. Right now, you
should eat your lunch before it gets cold.”


She took Brenda’s arm in hers and
led her over to the desk. “It isn’t a lot of food, but we’ll do better by you
at dinner.”


Brenda sank down on the desk
chair gratefully, glancing down at the proffered tray. A bowl of stew sent up a
savory smoke with hints of onion and tomato as well as beef. The roll beside
the bowl was dripping butter. To finish things off, there was a tall, frosty
glass of iced tea. “It looks and smells wonderful, Penny.”


“Well, how it looks and smells
aren’t the important things. How does it taste?”


Brenda picked up the spoon and
raised a mouthful to her lips. She blew on it reflexively, and then stuck it in
her mouth. The beef seemed to melt away on her tongue.


“That’s marvelous!”


“Glad to hear it.”


Penny patted her shoulder. “Eat
up, and then lie down for a bit. I’ll collect the tray when Phillip brings the
kitten over.”


Brenda nodded.


“Thanks again.”


“No problem.” Penny headed for
the door, pulling it shut behind her as she left.


Brenda hadn’t realized how hungry
she was until the scent of the stew hit her. She made short work of the meal,
rinsing out the bowl in the bathroom sink. She studied the mirror again as she
did so.


Absolutely no trace of the
message. Am I going insane? Imagining all these incidents?


But she couldn’t have imagined
them all—Daisy was the first one to see the skellyman. She supposed there could
be some kind of shared hallucination at work between them. But hadn’t Phillip
seen the man at the pancake house?


She sighed. At least she’d been
able to give the police a good description. Now they had Christa’s sketch, it
shouldn’t be too hard to catch the guy. Someone that creepy-looking has to
stand out. Doesn’t he?


Returning the bowl to the tray
and setting it on the dresser beside the TV, she decided a little background
noise wouldn’t be unwelcome. She turned on the set, flipping through the
channels until she hit a rerun of a sit-com she’d always enjoyed.


She lay down on the bed, watching
the characters hamming it up on the screen. The plot would’ve been predictable
even if she hadn’t seen the episode before—and somehow that was comforting.
Before the program was even halfway over, her eyes drifted closed again, and
she was fast asleep before the credits rolled.


This time her dreams were
pleasant ones, filled with images of Robbie playing ball and Daisy blowing
bubbles for Bones to chase. Ethan laughing at them then taking her into his
arms and telling her what wonderful children they had. She happily agreed…the
family back together at last.


Then she drifted down past the
layer of dreams until a soft knock on the door pulled her out of sleep. “Come
in,” she called groggily, sitting up and running her hand through her hair to
tame it.


The door opened a crack, and a
familiar black and white face peeked around it. Brenda laughed aloud in
delight, patting the bed beside her.


“Come here, baby.”


Mask mewed, and then leaped
lightly onto the bed, stepping gingerly over the pliable surface as she made
her way to Brenda. She stopped to butt her head against Brenda’s hand,
demanding petting.


Happily, Brenda complied.


“I missed you, little missy,” she
crooned to the kitten. “I haven’t been a very good mama to you, have I?”


Phillip poked his head around the
door next.


“Did you get some rest?” he asked
her.


“Yes, thank you. I just had a
lovely nap.”


“Penny said you had a bit of a
scare earlier?”


Brenda frowned, a bit annoyed by
the reminder. She’d almost managed to forget the scrawled message for a few
minutes.


“Yeah. When I got out of the tub,
there was a message written on the mirror—but there’s no trace of it now. I
must’ve dreamed it or something. I was so tired I fell asleep in the tub.”


“What did the message say?”


“It said ‘you can’t hide from
me.’”


“Was there anything remarkable
about the writing?”


She shook her head.


“Aside from the fact it looked
like some kid wrote it, it wasn’t particularly remarkable.”


“Maybe that’s it,” answered
Phillip. “Maybe a kid did write it. Penny’s got two boys. I wouldn’t put it
past Benny or Carlos to be playing around in here and write the message for his
brother.”


“Maybe so,” Brenda replied…but
she didn’t really believe the explanation. For one thing, Penny had said the
room was locked up for the last few weeks. Also, she didn’t see how she could
have missed it on her way to the tub.


Particularly since she had set
her clothes down almost directly beneath the words. She didn’t feel like
rehashing the incident right now, however. It would ruin the peace she had
finally grasped a corner of.


Mask demanded more attention by
climbing up the cast to her shoulder and purring loudly in her ear. Brenda
rubbed her cheek against the soft fur. Such a sweet little thing.


As if to belie the thought, Mask
nipped Brenda’s ear with her sharp baby teeth.


“Ouch!” Brenda cried, pulling the
kitten off her shoulder with no regard for the safety of her t-shirt. “That
hurt, baby girl!”


Phillip was struggling to keep
from laughing. He finally lost the fight, and peals of laughter filled the
room. Brenda couldn’t help but join him.


She scolded the kitten fondly,
“Don’t you go biting people, little bit. No one will want to cuddle you then.”


The sound of her phone ringing
cut short her merriment. Her cell phone! Damn, I should’ve used the camera
to take a picture of the message…


It took her a minute to locate
her purse, sitting on the floor beside the dresser. “Can you hand me my purse?”
she asked Phillip, gesturing toward it.


“Sure.”


He brought it to her, and she set
the kitten in her lap so she could rummage through it, answering the phone on
the third ring with a breathless, “Hello?”


“Brenda?” Mary’s voice came
through the phone.


Brenda almost made a wisecrack
about “who else would it be,” but something in the tone of her mother’s voice
made her hold back the sarcasm.


“Yes, Mother. It’s me. What can I
do for you?”


“Brenda…there’s been an
accident.”
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All the strength went out of
Brenda in a great rush. She thanked God she was sitting down already. She felt
flash-frozen into a block of icy stone.


“An accident?” she repeated
dully. “What kind of accident?”


Phillip moved over to stand
behind her, his hand on her shoulder. She reached up and squeezed it
gratefully.


“It was all that damn dog’s
fault, excuse my language.”


“What happened?” She was fighting
to control her voice—panic threatening to suffocate her. “Please…just tell me.”


“I’m trying to, Brenda Elaine. If
you’d stop interrupting me—”


She could just picture the hurt
expression on her mother’s face…and yet, she couldn’t quite bring herself to
care.


“I’m sorry, Mother,” she managed,
“please, go on.”


“Well, as I was saying, Daisy was
out in the front yard playing with that little dog—I told her to keep to the
back with the fence, but she decided it needed a change of scenery, and snuck
it around to the front while your father was napping and I was in the kitchen.
And we have that busy street out front…”


“Is Daisy hurt?” Brenda gasped,
her voice like jagged glass in her throat.


“Daisy? Of course not. Daisy’s
fine. Haven’t you been listening?”


Brenda sagged in relief.


“Thank God. What did
happen?”


“It’s that silly little dog. He
ran out right in front of a car—which was probably going far too fast for the
neighborhood, but what can you say to teenagers they will listen to…”


“Is Bones badly hurt?”


She felt the bed sag as Phillip
sat down behind her, massaging her shoulders. She turned her head and smiled at
him.


“Thank you,” she mouthed.


“Oh, the silly creature is fine.
The car just clipped it—your father and Daisy took it to the veterinarian and
it just needed its leg set. It’s in a cast too, which Daisy seems to think is
extremely funny. She wouldn’t settle down until I called to tell you. Would you
like to speak to your daughter?” Mary’s tone made it clear she felt Brenda
should be with her daughter and not off God-knew-where doing
God-knew-what with God-knew-who.


“Sure…put her on.”


She could hear Mary murmuring to
Daisy in the background, and then the child’s breathless voice came through the
phone.


“Mama! Mama! Bones brokeded his
leg. He’s got him a castamajig just like you do.”


“Does he, sweetie?”


“Yes! And he has to take medisum.
Papa said he’d give Bones his medisum while I’m at school, but I’ll give it to
him when I get home.”


“Don’t give him too much,
baby—you listen to Papa about when he needs it.”


“Oh, I will. When’re we going
home?”


“Not for a while, kiddo. Are you
having fun with Papa and Grammy?”


Daisy paused.


“Mostly. Though it wasn’t fun
when the skellyman runded over Bones.”


Brenda was caught off guard.


“Grammy said a boy hit Bones.”


“Oh, no,” replied Daisy placidly.
“How would she knowed? She wasn’t even there!


“I sawded him. It was the
skellyman. He was laughing when he runded into Bones. That wasn’t very nice of
him, was it?”


“No, baby. That wasn’t nice at
all. Are you sure it was the skellyman?”


Brenda felt Phillip’s hand
tighten on her shoulder. She held up a finger to forestall his questions.


“Potamus, Mama. I sawded him
good. I run faster than Bones or he might have runded over me too.”


“Well, don’t you play out in the
front anymore. You stay inside unless Papa can watch you in the back where it’s
safe.”


“But it’s boooorrrring in the
back, and inside is worse!” Daisy protested.


“Daisy, darlin’, Bones can’t run
with a broken leg. You need to think of him and keep him safe too. He needs to
be inside most of the time, and he needs you to watch him.” Her mind spun as
she tried to think of something Daisy would consider an acceptable diversion.
“Maybe you can teach Papa to play Space Invaders with you,” she said,
shuddering inwardly at the thought.


“Okay, Mama.” The swift
acquiescence made Brenda nervous.


“Let me talk to Grammy again,
okay?”


“Okay. Bye, Mama, I love you.”


“I love you too, baby,” Brenda
breathed into the phone. She heard the rattle of the receiver changing hands,
and then Mary came back on the line.


“I really think you should at
least come over and see the girl, Brenda. Fuss over her dog a little and make
her think her mother cares what’s going on with her.”


“I was over there not two hours
ago, Mother. From the sound of things, you have it all well in hand. If I come
running over there again, she’ll be more agitated than she is now.”


Besides, she thought to herself, I just really can’t deal with this
right now. Not on top of everything else.


Mary sniffed—audible even through
the phone line. “Whatever you think best, Brenda Elaine. I surely hope this
doesn’t traumatize the poor dear for life.”


“It might’ve if the dog’d been
killed, Mother, but I’m sure she’ll be fine under the circumstances. I bet you
wouldn’t even have called me if she hadn’t talked you into it, right?”


“That’s beside the point, Brenda.
It’s not the way I would handle the situation,” Mary grumbled. “It isn’t
right. If you ask me—”


“I didn’t. Now really, Mother, I
need to go and get this incident added to the file. The police will want to
know about it.”


“Or is it just an excuse to talk
to that Sanchez person again? Really, Brenda—a policeman?”


Brenda felt her cheeks warming,
and rolled her eyes at Phillip.


“I’ve got to go, Mother.”


“Well, at least tell me where
you’re staying. You were supposed to call.”


“I was about to when you called
me,” Brenda lied. “I’m staying at the Castillo Casa Bed and Breakfast on Sloan
Street. Tell Daisy I’ll see her at school tomorrow.”


“That’s something, I suppose,”
Mary murmured. “I won’t let you neglect this little angel, Brenda Elaine.”


“And yet, you were the one who
refused to let her come with me. Goodbye, Mother.”


She hit disconnect before Mary
could reply.


“What’s going on?” Phillip asked
softly.


“Bones—the puppy—was hit by a car
this afternoon. Apparently, his injuries are minor, but Daisy insists the
skellyman was driving the car that hit him. Either she imagined it, or this
lunatic is escalating his attacks. I hate to think he got that close to my
child with a deadly weapon like an automobile. He’s got to be stopped,
Phillip.”


“I agree,” he replied, his face
grim. “If he’s gone from threats to physical altercations, there’s no telling
what he’ll do next. I’ll call the station and let them know about these latest
incidents.”


“Incidents…? Oh—you think he
really was the one who wrote the message too?”


“I don’t really see how. It
doesn’t make a lot of sense, but it should still go in the file, just in case.”


She moved the sleeping kitten
from her lap to the bed and stood up, stretching stiff muscles.


“Why don’t we drop by the station
on the way to get some dinner? I think I owe you one. I know Penny was planning
on a big dinner, but I just feel so restless right now. I need to get out of
the house.”


“If you insist,” he answered,
rising to his feet. “What’s this, our third date now?” He winked.


“Does it count as more than one
if we haven’t really been apart for most of the last twenty-four hours?” she
replied, wrinkling her nose.


“I guess it depends on how you
want to look at it. Are you really ready for dinner right now?” he asked,
glancing at his watch. “I don’t know about you, but I’m still kinda stuffed
from Penny’s lunch.”


“It was great,” Brenda
acknowledged. “But I just can’t sit here right now. This guy is driving me
crazy. It doesn’t seem possible for him to be responsible for everything
that’s happened. How is he making the time? It’s as if he can be in two places
halfway across town at the same moment.”


“Tell you what. Let’s go and
check in at the station, and then we can go catch a movie or something before
coming back here for dinner. Gives us time to work up a little appetite—and
keeps us on Penny’s good side.”


“Good compromise,” she replied
with a grin.


How did this man get to be so
important to me so fast? she wondered. It’s like
we have known each other forever. Is it fair to let him get so close? Fair to
him…?


She checked to make sure the
kitten had food and water and that the litter box was where Mask would find it.
Sticking her phone back into her purse, she slung it over her shoulder.


“There. Should be good to go.”


“Alright, then. Let’s so see what
trouble we can get into.” Phillip opened the door, to find Penny standing on
the other side, hand raised to knock.


“I’m sorry to disturb you,” she
murmured, “but someone dropped this off for you earlier, Mrs.—Brenda. He said
it was important. I should’ve brought it up right away, but I knew you were
going to try and get some rest, and by lunchtime, I’d forgotten all about it.”


She started to hand Brenda a
thick manila envelope.


Phillip intercepted it quickly,
his hand wrapped in the tail of his shirt. “When did you say this was dropped
off?” he asked.


Penny looked puzzled. “Oh, it
must’ve been about eleven or so. Right after you called. But…come to think of
it…before you two got here this afternoon. How weird is that…?”


Phillip frowned. “Very weird.
Let’s take this down to the station, Brenda. It might be another contact from
this skellyman of yours. Do you have a plastic bag we can transport this in,
Pen?”


“Sure.” She left the room and
returned minutes later with a large grocery bag.


“We’ll try to be back in time for
dinner, Penny,” Phillip promised.


“Don’t worry if you aren’t. It’ll
be okay.” Her face was sympathetic as she stood at the front door waving them
off.


 


The ride to the station was
silent. Brenda couldn’t imagine what might be in the envelope. If it was from
the skellyman, what on earth could he be sending her? And how did he know where
to send it. She hadn’t even known where Phillip was taking her until
they arrived.


Is he trying to reveal
himself?


It hurt her head to think about
it.


When they reached the station,
Phillip slipped on a pair of latex evidence gloves and took the envelope out of
its bag. “Of course, Penny may’ve compromised any fingerprints on the outside,
but if we’re lucky, there may be something on the contents—a fingerprint or
other marker that can help us identify this skellyman once and for all.”


He took a letter opener and
slipped it under the flap of the envelope. It’d been sealed with a piece of
packing tape across the mouth, as if the sender had had second thoughts or
added something to the message after it’d been sealed.


He shook the contents of the
package out onto a desk.


Brenda took one look and bolted
for the station bathroom, barely making it in time to vomit into the toilet
bowl. By the time she felt able to return to the squad room, she found Phillip
looking down at the glossy eight by ten black and white photos on the desk with
grim distaste.


Brenda peeked over his shoulder
and gasped. It was worse than she’d thought from the initial glance.


The photos were autopsy pictures
of burned corpses, so charred it was hard to believe they were actually human.
Written in red across one of the photos was the caption, “How can you be sure
I’m really dead?”


“Who would do something so
cruel?” Brenda murmured, her eyes filling with tears. “It’s inhumane.”


Phillip nodded, as he replaced
the photos in the envelope.


“Are you gonna be okay?”


She could barely choke out an
answer, her chest tight, heart pounding a mile a minute.


“Yeah. I’ll live. I think.”


“I’ll get someone checking these
for fingerprints as soon as possible. We’ll get this guy. I promise.”


He held up two fingers in a Boy
Scout salute, and she found a smile tugging her lips, despite the
circumstances.


It wasn’t the kind of promise he
should be making, and she knew it, but it still made her feel better. She knew
he’d try, and that was enough for now.











Chapter 38


 


 


 


The skellyman was ensconced in
the leafy canopy of one of the trees across the street from the station house,
a pair of high-powered binoculars trained to see the reaction to his latest
gift. It was foolish and risky to be so close to cop-central, but the mere
proximity sent his blood singing through his veins as if it were electrified.
This was the rush he was living for these days.


He had expected her to open it at
the B&B, and getting here instead wasn’t easy. Thank goodness, he hadn’t
dumped the sedan yet. Luckily, the area was relatively empty on a Sunday and
he’d been able to climb the tree right under the noses of the entire police
force.


Stupid pigs.


It hadn’t been easy to obtain the
photos—or the binoculars, for that matter—but it was worth it. The look of
horror on the Bitch’s face as she gazed down at the pictures the Spic emptied
onto the desk was even better than he’d hoped.


She looked like she’d seen…well,
dead relatives, which was exactly what she was seeing—or was it?


He chuckled to himself. At least
he’d got her wondering.


But he was annoyed to see the
policeman sticking so close to her. What are they doing together? Is the
Bitch spreading her legs for this guy?


He growled deep in his throat.
How dare she? Less than a year after her husband’s death and she was running
around with another man. What kind of example does that set for the Angel? A
Bitch indeed.


Several minutes later, the Bitch
and the cop came out of the station house and headed for his car. The skellyman
waited until they were in the car, and then scurried down the tree and back to
his own stolen vehicle. He’d have to dump it soon, but it was still proving
useful for now.


As he followed Phillip’s car
through the tree-lined streets, he considered pulling up stakes and moving on
to new hunting grounds. After all, there was nothing to keep him here in this
rundown little cesspool but the Angel…and there was no way the Bitch would
allow him to get close to her. Maybe he should cut his losses and start over
somewhere else without completing his plan.


Nah, that’s crazy talk. I’m
having way too much fun.


He followed Phillip and Brenda to
the town multi-plex theater. Is this a real date, then? What, dinner and a
movie? How cliché.


He wondered again if she’d spread
her legs for the cop yet. If not, he bet the Spic would be very disappointed
when he finally got to home plate. The Bitch was dull as a dishrag in bed.
Inexperience would do that to you. And he knew for a fact how inexperienced she
was.


He watched them enter the theater
hand in hand. It made his blood boil.


What right does she have to be
happy? She should be in mourning. A devoted widow would be.


The skellyman turned off the car
and stepped out of it, leaving it parked in the shadows of the lot. As good a
place to abandon it as any.


He crossed to Phillip’s car. He
had a lipstick in his pocket that he’d taken from Caroline’s purse. Glancing
around to make sure the parking lot was deserted, he scrawled WHORE across the
hood of the car.


Still angry, he found a chunk of
rock and slammed it into a headlight until it shattered with a satisfying
crash. There was something to be said for a Sunday matinee.


That’s better.


Some of his anger trickled away.
He took a deep breath, tossing the rock off into the trees bordering the
parking lot. Thrusting the lipstick back in his pocket, he strolled off to find
some entertainment of his own.


He really needed to find someone
to play with. Caroline had been unsatisfactory, spoiling everything like she
did by jumping from the car.


He needed more. And today, he
felt like a little foreplay.


He slunk through the streets,
eyes peeled for just the right prey. Today, he needed something more than a
mere murder. Today, he needed art.


Strippers were too tawdry, like
tarnished silver when he wanted gold. The homeless alley dwellers were mostly
men—not equipped for what he had in mind. It wasn’t that he’d never had a male
ass. But it wasn’t what he wanted today.


He drifted through the streets
like smoke. He’d know her when he saw her—and he was the last thing she’d ever
see.
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Phillip pulled up to the multiplex
theater, and they sat scanning titles. There were two comedies playing, both of
which she’d thought sounded interesting and fun. Strolling up to the ticket
window, they found one of the films had just started and the other was about to
begin. They opted for the latter, and Phillip bought the tickets.


“Popcorn or something more
substantial?” he asked her as they waited at the concession counter.


Brenda scanned the menu. Movie
theaters had come a long way from her childhood. Now, as well as the
traditional popcorn and candy offerings, you could get nachos and pizza.


“I’d love something to drink,”
she murmured shyly. “Food is the last thing on my mind right now.”


With Phillip insisting on paying
for everything, this really did feel like a date, and she was nervous about how
good that felt.


“Sounds great,” he grinned, and
ordered two. “I’ll take care of these until we get inside.


Go on ahead and find us a seat.
I’m right behind you.”


She stepped into the dimly lit
theater. Quiet conversations were going on from several clumps of people, but the
space was comparatively empty. She remembered this particular film had been out
for several weeks already, so the mad rush to see it had died down. Another
point in its favor.


She worked her way to the center
of a row about halfway up the bank of seats and sat down. Phillip set one of
the drinks into the cup holder in the arm of her seat, and then did the same.


Just as he got settled, the
theater darkened further and a public service slide flashed up on the screen
asking all patrons to turn off their cell phones during the movie. Brenda dug
in her purse and turned off her phone. She saw Phillip take a unit from his
pocket and do the same. She must remember to ask for his number…the thought
sent a surge of pleasure through her.


It was a relief to think she
would be unreachable for the next couple of hours. It would be just like Mary
to call and berate her again for something she had no control over—like the dog
getting loose, or Daisy spilling her milk at dinner. With the phone turned off,
she could pretend all her troubles were imaginary and focus on Phillip. Which
sounded like a really good idea.


She settled back into the seat.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone to an adult movie in adult
company. It was always something Daisy would like, and before Daisy, Robbie.
The kids had ruled so much of her recreational life. Ethan had never been much
of a film buff, so they’d never gone on movie dates alone. It was kind of nice
not to have the incessant whispered questions besieging her.


The trailers began to roll, and
there were several upcoming films that sounded like they would be fun. She
found herself leaning over to say as much on most of the offered movies and, if
she didn’t say something first, Phillip was filling the void. They seemed to
have very similar tastes in style and stars.


Finally, the lights in the
theater dimmed from the glow left for stragglers during the previews to
complete dark as the main feature began. Brenda was soon completely wrapped up
in the story—another contrived boy meets girl and chaos ensues plot, but with
an engaging cast and witty script. She laughed harder than she’d laughed in
longer than she cared to remember.


Somehow, at some point during the
movie Phillip’s arm wound up across her shoulders. At first, she was startled…but
then she realized how good it felt, and snuggled back against him as much as
the theater seats would allow. So she’d only known him a few days—they’d been
through more together in those few days than some people went through in a
lifetime.


Phillip leaned over to whisper,
“I’d very much like to kiss you right now.”


Brenda could feel her cheeks
heating, and thanked her lucky stars for the darkened theater.


“I would like that,” she murmured
back, surprised by her own temerity.


He suited actions to words, and
she let herself melt into the kiss. It was gentle, and yet forceful, awakening
a need she hadn’t even missed. And now that the hunger was awake, it demanded
appeasement for its neglect.


Although the movie wasn’t as
entertaining as it had been five minutes ago, she forced herself to break away
from him and return her attention to the screen with an audible sigh. There was
a time and a place for such things, and she was no teenager to make out in a
movie theater.


Phillip seemed to discover the
film suddenly fascinating as well, and there was no attempt to repeat the
experiment. But his arm continued to encircle her shoulders, and she got the
feeling the subject would be broached again—at length—later, and she couldn’t
wait.


When the final credits began to
roll and the theater brightened, Phillip collected their trash.


“Ready to go?”


She usually stayed until the
final credits had scrolled off the screen, but somehow, she was in no mood to
wait for them today.


“Sure.”


“I thought we’d grab some dinner
to go and take it to my place,” he said over his shoulder. “Unless you’re in a
hurry to get back to the B&B…?”


“Won’t Penny be expecting us for
dinner?” she answered regretfully.


“I’ll call her and fix things.
Promise.”


“In that case…it sounds lovely.”
She found herself tingling with anticipation. “I told Penny I’d go to the
school and help out tomorrow, but I don’t think I need to hurry back just yet.
If you’re sure you can square it with her about dinner.”


He grinned, dumping the cups into
one of the trash receptacles just outside the screening room. His arm draped
comfortably around her shoulders now, as if it had always belonged there.


She let her head rest against his
shoulder. So strong, sturdy, and utterly male…a girl could really get used to
this. Her good arm stole around his waist, and they walked out of the
multi-plex entwined like lovers.


In no hurry now that the film was
over, they strolled through the parking lot to Phillip’s car. Before they got
to it, Brenda stopped short.


Phillip looked down at her. “What
is it, Brenda?”


She pulled her arm free of his
waist and pointed a shaking finger at the car. One of the headlights had been
smashed, and scrawled across the hood in foot-high letters was the word
“WHORE.”











Chapter 40


 


 


 


Suddenly Brenda went from being
scared to death of the skellyman and what he intended for her remaining family
to being white-hot boiling angry. This psychopath had no business terrorizing
her and Daisy—not that Daisy seemed too upset about it, but who knew what
the incidents would trigger for her later in life?


Brenda’d
had just about enough of this stranger commenting on her life and making her
feel weak and defenseless. He was playing with her emotions, trying to drive
her insane.


“God damn it,” she muttered. “I
will not let this bastard win.”


Phillip hugged her swiftly.


“That’s the spirit. Let me borrow
your phone, would ya? I need to take some pictures of this mess, and my phone
doesn’t have a camera—force issued, and they’re cheap when they can get away
with it. After I do that, we’ll go find a car wash.”


Brenda dug through her purse and
found the phone, reactivating it and handing it over.


“Won’t they want to dust for
prints?”


“Probably, but for once, I don’t
care. If they can’t find any prints on the photos, I bet they won’t find any on
the car, and if they do find prints on the photos, they won’t need any
from the car. I doubt seriously there’re two psychopaths out to get
you.”


Brenda nodded. “That makes sense.
All I know is that I’m through letting this jerk play me like a fool. It’s time
to bring out the offense.”


“Whoa, now Brenda—let’s not get
carried away,” Phillip cautioned her. “Let us do our jobs. We’ve had a lot more
practice than you have. We’ll catch him, I promise.”


“I know, Phillip. I won’t step on
anyone’s toes. But I need to be more pro-active. For one thing, I need to
remember the camera on my phone and keep it with me at all times. That way I
don’t lose any more evidence like the footprints or the message on the bathroom
mirror.”


“In theory, a great idea,
sweetheart, but—unless you plan on bathing with it—I don’t see how having your
camera would’ve helped in either of those cases. You’d have to carry the phone
with you everywhere, just on the off chance something happened.”


“It’s a good habit to get into
anyway. I don’t want to be out-of-touch with Daisy right now.”


“Whatever you think is best,
darlin’.”


“Now you’re just humoring me,”
she growled, punching him in the arm.


“Maybe a little.” Phillip grinned
down at her. “But I do think this is a step in the right direction.”


He snapped several photos of the
car and the damage, looking for evidence of whatever had broken the light, but
not finding any likely candidates nearby.


“I also need to go back to my
house and pick up some things,” Brenda commented. “I can’t run around in
t-shirts and sweats forever. Especially if I’m going to be helping Penny at the
school. I don’t want to give the other mothers more to gossip about than
necessary.”


“Sure thing. Oh—I almost forgot.”
He dug a key-ring out of his pocket. “Here’re your new keys. There’re two for
each lock. I checked each one to make sure they all worked.”


“Thank you for doing so much for
me, Phillip. I really do appreciate it,” she said sincerely.


“No problem in the least.”


For a heart-stopping second, she
thought he was going to kiss her again, but the moment passed, and then he was
helping her into the car.


“We’d better add a parts store to
our list of errands, or I’ll wind up with a ticket for the broken headlight.
Nothing a cop likes better than busting one of his own over something like
that.”


Somehow, she found the statement
hard to believe, but she knew there was a parts store on the way to her place,
so it wouldn’t put them out any. She nodded, clicking her seatbelt fastened.
She was getting good at this one-handed stuff.


By the time they had completed
the other errands on the list and pulled up outside Brenda’s darkened house,
her stomach was beginning to announce that it was definitely dinner time.


She made a face at a particularly
audible grumble. “Let’s go inside, and I’ll make you the dinner I promised
you…was it only last night? God, what a weekend it’s been,” she groaned. “I
would swear it was five days long.”


Phillip laughed.


“I hope at least some of those
were good days.”


She stuck her tongue out at him.


“Bits and pieces.”


The new key was a little stiff in
the lock, but she liked the solid thunk as the bolt slipped free. It was
a sturdy lock. No one was coming through that lock without permission.


She stepped into the house, and
for a moment it felt like someplace she had never been before. She felt
disoriented. It wasn’t really home anymore.


Someone had tidied up the flour
in the kitchen—or maybe Phillip had done it when he picked up the kitten. At
any rate, it was much neater than she ever left it. Especially with Daisy prone
to “helping” spells.


The rest of the house had the
same air of unreality. Robbie’s room was back to normal, including the bat in
its accustomed place.


“Where did that come from?” she
asked Phillip, pointing at the bat.


“I found it under the couch when
I was looking for the kitten. I remembered you told me where it belonged and
put it back. I hope that’s okay.”


“Yeah, thanks.”


The house was beginning to creep
her out more than a little bit, and she wanted the familiarity of her kitchen
and the ordinary tasks associated with making dinner.


“What’re you in the mood for?”
she asked, leading the way into the airy kitchen. She poked her head in the
refrigerator. “I was planning on steaks last night, so I have those thawed.
They’ll have to be eaten soon, regardless. Or I can make spaghetti…or…hmmmm.
Looks like those are really the only choices.”


“Why don’t I fire up the grill
and do the steaks?” Phillip offered. “That way I won’t worry about you straining
your arm.”


“Far be it from me to come
between a man and his grill,” she replied with a laugh. “If you want to, go
ahead. The help would be lovely. I’ll see what I can find to go with them.” She
pulled the steaks out of the fridge. “Normally, I would’ve marinated these for
a bit, but at least they aren’t frozen.”


“I’m sure they’ll be fine. Let me
work my magic.” He winked at her. “Where’re your spices?”


“In that cabinet over there.” She
pointed across the kitchen. “Feel free to use whatever you like. Mi cocina
es tu cocina.”


Phillip gave a little bow of acknowledgment
and began rooting in the spice cupboard.


She couldn’t believe what she’d
just done. Thank God, she remembered a bit of her high school Spanish.


What possessed me? Was I
showing off for him? I feel like I am back in the eleventh grade with a crush
on a Senior boy…


Putting the thought aside for the
moment, she searched the cabinets for something to go with the steak. She had
planned to bake potatoes last night, but it would take too long now.


There were a couple of cans of
beans…and she had a bit of wilted lettuce. It would make a sparse salad.


When is the last time I did a
full-fledged marketing trip? she wondered. The
cupboards were almost Mother Hubbard bare.


She also found an avocado in the fridge,
and a handful of cherry tomatoes to add to the salad. If she melted some butter
and stirred in garlic to make garlic bread, it would be a respectable showing.


Better than she deserved.


What was I thinking to offer a
spontaneous dinner? Am I really going insane?


Well, if she was, she had reason.
The events of the last few days would drive anyone around the bend.


She mixed up the garlic butter
and threw together the salad. By the time she was finished with all her
preparations, Phillip had the steaks well in hand.


“How do you like yours?” he
called from the back porch.


“Medium well, if you please,” she
answered, bustling around the table. She set two places with her wedding china.
Might as well go whole hog.


She finished getting everything
to her liking just as Phillip came into the room with the plate of steaks.


“Everything looks great!” he told
her, serving the steaks onto their plates.


“Thanks,” she replied, suddenly
shy again. She really wanted to please this man, and she wasn’t sure why it
mattered to her so much.


She bit her lip. “I was thinking
of wine with dinner originally, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. With all
that’s been going on, I might not want to stop. I think I saw a beer in the
fridge if you’d like, or there’s Coke—”


“Coke sounds great. Let me get
it. You sit down and rest. Is it in the fridge?”


“I think there’re some cold ones
in the crisper. If not, there should be some cartons in the bottom of the
pantry. There’re glasses in the cabinet beside the sink.”


She sank into her chair and
reveled in the luxury of being waited upon. It felt good. She couldn’t remember
Ethan ever being this helpful in the kitchen—and then she felt guilty for the
thought. There was no good to be had by comparing the two men.


Phillip brought her over a can of
soda and a glass of ice.


“Oh! Did you call Penny? I would
hate to have her waiting dinner for us…”


“Did it while I was outside with
the steaks. It’s cool.”


“Great.”


She poured the soda into her
glass, anticipating the meal. The aroma of the steaks was making her mouth
water.


He came around the table and cut
her steak into bite-sized mouthfuls. She felt her face heat at the necessity,
but accepted the courtesy gratefully. She didn’t think she could manage to do
it one-handed. “Thanks,” she murmured.


“De nada,” he replied
casually, as if it was all part of his normal dating ritual. Maybe it was…maybe
he treated all his women like this…


The thought that maybe there were
other women sent a flare of jealousy through her, and she was taken aback. What
right do I have to be jealous of his love life?


They started the meal, doing the
dance of new acquaintance—asking more questions about each other’s childhoods,
telling more embarrassing stories on themselves. This time Brenda gave as good
as she got.


It was the most relaxing meal she
could remember in a very long time.


The insistent ringing of her cell
phone broke the mood.


“Excuse me,” she murmured,
sliding her chair back from the table.


She fumbled in her purse on the
kitchen counter, but by the time she answered the phone, she’d missed the call.
The number displayed was unfamiliar to her and, as she was trying to figure out
who it might have been, the message tone went off.


She looked at the phone and saw
there was a new voicemail in her mailbox. Concern flashed through her that it
might be Mary about Daisy—just because she didn’t recognize the number didn’t
preclude that. Her mother didn’t have a cell phone, and if she was out of the
house, she’d have to borrow an unfamiliar phone.


Brenda dialed into the voicemail-box.


The eerie strains of a piece of
music filtered out through the tinny speaker. There were no lyrics to the music
at first, and then some sort of chant began to run through it. She didn’t
recognize the piece. It played for about two minutes, and then the mechanical
voice of the service chimed, “end of message.”


Brenda looked down at the phone
in bewilderment.
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He crouched like a spider beside
the payphone, receiver dangling over the tape recorder as he played the music
into the phone. He imagined the tune rising up and flowing down the wires like
a poison into Brenda’s cell phone on the other end. He hadn’t found his
playmate for the evening yet, but he’d had this idea…


She would never recognize this phone
number—why should she? It was an innocuous phone booth, miles away from the
house. Outside a corner convenience store remarkable only for the fact that it
was on her way home from taking Daisy to school, and sometimes she stopped
there to grab a cup of coffee or a carton of milk.


But if that policeman of hers
checked it out, he would see there was some small connection to her—if only
this much—and maybe he would begin to doubt…that was the key. Sow doubt in
Brenda’s story at every turn. Make her look paranoid, crazy—useless.


I doubt she’ll recognize the
music either. She should, but she never really paid attention to the things I thought were important…


He hung the receiver back in its
cradle, careful to handle the handset only with his grimy jacket wrapped around
his fingers. No prints to make it easy. He snickered to himself.


No doubt they would have checked
the photos for prints by now. But they wouldn’t find any. He wasn’t stupid.
Besides—he glanced down at his bony fingers, the tips marred with scar
tissue—there wasn’t much by way of prints left to find.


He rose to his full height now
and shambled off into the night. Back to the flophouse where he was paying
fifty bucks a week to crash. It was anonymous and indifferent to his comings
and goings. He liked it that way.


He caught a glimpse of his
reflection in a window as he passed and grinned. He had really begun embracing
Daisy’s designation of skellyman. It sounded evil—and he felt evil.


He’d even begun to enhance the
image, hollowing his gaunt cheeks further with a bit of greasepaint; shaving
his head daily to help facilitate its skull-like appearance—it’d been hard—his
hair one of his few vanities; fasting most of the time so he’d lost another ten
pounds in the last week—it freed up more cash for meth anyway. He could count
his ribs even through his shirt now. All according to plan.


He knew he was making himself
even more obvious…he’d seen mothers cross the street when he walked by,
shepherding small children to hurry past as they gazed back in fascination. He
liked the attention. It was dangerous to draw so much of it to himself, but the
danger added even more of an adrenalin rush to his nights.


Soon…soon Brenda will get
hers. Bitch. Whore. Slayer of dreams.


She had destroyed his as surely
as if she’d shanked him in his sleep.


The skellyman turned into the
rundown tenement, taking his key from the night man without a word. They rarely
spoke. They liked it that way.


He could tell the coke-head
manager felt the same way he did—people were a nuisance to be tolerated only so
long as they were useful. And they were currently useful to each other. They
had a mutual need—he needed his key every night, and the kid needed his
fifty-dollar-a-week rent.


The skellyman—he thought of
himself exclusively by that name these days—unlocked the door of his tiny
cubicle of a room and stepped inside, throwing the deadbolt behind him, and
then putting on the chain-latch for good measure.


He slipped out of his filthy
jacket, hanging it on the waiting hook protruding from the back of the door.
Scratching at his prominent ribs, he studied the wall next to his single-wide
bed.


The wall was covered with
pictures of Brenda and Daisy: at the funeral—Brenda looking like a broken
automaton, Daisy a fallen cherub; at the school—Brenda tired and grim, Daisy
chattering up at her; at the house—Brenda frazzled, Daisy playing some silly
game. There were even a couple of pictures of Daisy and her new puppy.


He grinned, showing a mouthful of
neglected teeth. He’d heard her calling the dog ‘Bones’—and he didn’t think it
was a Star Trek reference. No, that little girl had a lovely streak of
morbidity in her he was dying to cultivate.


For now, he needed to pay lip
service to his own mortality at least. He flipped on the coffeemaker sitting on
the window sill and began to heat a pot of water. Digging a cup of ramen
noodles out of a grocery bag, he waited impatiently for the water to heat.


He growled at the delay,
infuriated by the necessity of hoarding every cent this way. He should be
living high on the hog—lying on some tropical beach somewhere with a beautiful wahini,
or playing the odds in Monte Carlo, not starving to death in some dive.


Well, he’d get his. It wouldn’t
be too much longer. Everything was on schedule. Soon he’d see the culmination
of all his plans. Plans he’d been fomenting for years now. Baby steps had
gotten him this far, and they would see him to the finish line.


What is the saying…ah, yes—
“slow and steady wins the race.” Rushing never gets anyone anywhere worth getting.


In fact, it’d almost cost him
everything. But he was much more careful now. Much more careful.


The water finished heating, and
he poured it over the noodles, fishing a packet of soy sauce out of his jacket
pocket and stirring it into the cup. It almost made the noodles edible.


When this was all done, he’d
order himself the biggest steak he could find, and eat it all at one sitting—if
his teeth would let him. With a heaping mound of those garlic potatoes he liked
so much…and maybe an entire cherry pie for dessert. He’d gorge himself
insensible.


When this is all done.


Taking the noodles over to the
rickety desk that was the only other piece of furniture in the room, he flipped
through the pages of his well-thumbed journal until he found an empty page.


Sipping at the broth of the
noodles, he scribbled down on the page:


 


Phase
three begun. That Bitch was with the Spic again. He may need to be taken out of
the picture. What would work best?


Car
crash—overdone. Shooting—could be passed off as job-related…but where to get
gun? Knife— easier to find and to conceal…but could I get close enough?
Poison—too risky. There will be a way. I’m sure of it. Get rid of the Spic, and
the rest is cake.


What to
do with the kid? I think she might be worth keeping alive. Fetch a high price
with that hair. Maybe the Mid-East. She’s got a tongue like the Bitch, but that
could be beaten out of her at this age—or cut out if it came to it.


Though
it might be fun to raise her proper. I think she might like the way I’d raise
her better than the Bitch’s style. Think about it.


Tomorrow
up the stakes. Figure out something that will really rattle the Bitch’s chains.
There has to be something that will put another nail in the coffin…


 


He yawned, smothering it behind
his hand. One bad thing about this forced starvation of his. He was asleep on
his feet by ten o’clock at night—and often earlier—unless he had motivation to
stay awake—like a new playmate. Or a good fix…


Draining the last of the noodles,
he tossed the empty cup at the overflowing trash can in the corner. Time to
dump it before he had rats move in to share his hole. He retrieved the fallen
cup and smashed it down into the receptacle. Picking up a couple of other items
he’d missed the can with, he carried it down the hall to the trash chute.


As he stood in the hall, guiding
the trash into the mouth of the chute, the hooker down the hall came mincing
out of her room, toddling toward him on four-inch stilettos.


“Hey there, handsome,” she
crooned in her smoke-whiskey voice. “Haven’t seen you around lately. You been
hiding from me?”


He tried to ignore her, but as
usual it didn’t work. She draped an arm around his shoulders and whispered in
his ear, “For you, I’d take an IOU.” Her free hand cupped what was left of his
ass.


For some reason, the whore had
decided he was her private project. Some people liked a challenge. And a few
liked dirty and scarred, he guessed. He didn’t know what the attraction was,
but she simply wouldn’t leave him alone.


He started to tell her no—as he’d
done a hundred times before—but then something stopped him. Why not…?


“Not here,” he said aloud.


“‘Scuse me, hunny?” she said,
straightening away from him. Her expression was priceless. Obviously, she’d
never expected him to take her up on her offer—he supposed even hookers had
some standards.


“Why not?” he answered with a
brittle smile. “But not here. Somewhere…less public.”


“My room…?” He had rattled her,
and the knowledge sent a thrill through him.


This could be fun.


“No. Not here in the building.
Too many people who know us here. Might be…bad for your business. I know a
place.”


“S-sure,” she murmured—looking as
if she would give anything to take back the offer. “But it has to be a
quickie…a girl’s got to make a living, y’know.”


“Oh, it’ll be quick—I promise.”


He was no longer tired.
Adrenaline surged through him. “Let me just get rid of this trash can and grab
my coat. Why don’t you meet me out front?”


“Okay.” She staggered on down the
hallway, looking as if she’d had a liquid dinner.


If she was still outside when he
got there, he’d put his plan into motion. If not, no great loss…but he found
himself hoping she’d be waiting.


He ducked into his room and
grabbed his jacket, feeling the pockets to make sure the recorder was in its
place, and that the contents of the other pockets were as they should be as
well.


Satisfied, he locked the door to
his room and took the key back to the night manager.


“Going back out?” asked the
coke-head incredulously.


“For a few minutes. Need to pick
up a prescription,” he lied, figuring it was something the kid could relate to.


“Cool. Remember—front door locks
at midnight.”


The skellyman glanced at the
clock behind the kid’s shoulder. It was about 9:30.


“I’ll be back in plenty of time,”
he promised.


Heading out into the chill of the
night, he was pleased to see the hooker standing huddled in her faux fur jacket
in the circle of light cast by the lone streetlight still burning on this
forgotten road. He joined her and threaded his arm through hers.


“I’ve got just the place for our
little rendezvous. There’s probably something by way of refreshment available
too, if you get my drift.”


The girl’s face lit up at the
thought of a drink. In the glare of the streetlight, he realized she was
younger than he’d realized, probably the child side of twenty. But that made it
all the better. He smiled at her, anticipating what was to come.
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After the phone call, Brenda
didn’t feel much like hanging around the old homestead. For the first time
since Ethan’s insurance had come in and she’d paid off the mortgage, she began
to seriously contemplate the possibility of selling the place and moving
somewhere else with the proceeds.


She knew how Mary would react to
such an action. She’d go ballistic. “Throwing away the bird in the hand in case
there was a better one in the bush!” She could almost hear her mother’s voice.


But maybe it wouldn’t be such a
bad thing. It might be worth her mother’s histrionics to get a clean start. New
house, new neighborhood…new life. Maybe she’d go back to school and get a
degree she could actually use.


“Nickel for your thoughts,” said
Phillip softly.


“Huh?”


“Well, I figure’d I’d account for
inflation.” He grinned.


“Sorry…it’s just…that phone call
was so weird. A piece of music. Nothing else. No words, no nothing. It rattled
me a bit.


“I’m not being very good company
right now,” apologized Brenda with a sigh. “I’ve had about all I can take. I
was just thinking how wonderful it’d be to start over somewhere new. A place
where no one has ever met me before, and Ethan and Robbie can rest in the
past.”


“Not too far away, I hope.” He
reached out to cup her cheek. “I’d really hate that.”


She laid her hand over his with a
brief pressure, managing a weak smile.


“One day at a time, okay?”


Phillip nodded, dropping his
hand.


“Fair enough. Now, you wanted to
get some things while we were here, didn’t you?”


“Right.” She led the way to the
bedroom and pointed to a suitcase on the shelf of the closet. “Can you hand
that down to me?”


“Sure.” He reached up to lift it
down, and she watched the play of muscle appreciatively.


When he turned to lay the case on
the bed, she had her expression carefully under control.


“Thanks.” She dragged some of her
more business-like outfits out of the closet and folded them into the suitcase
as best she could. It didn’t take long. Her non-tee-shirt-and-sweat wardrobe
was pitifully small. If she did decide to hit the workplace again, it was yet
another potentially huge expense to consider.


“You need anything else?” Phillip
asked, scanning the room.


“I guess I should get Daisy a few
more things too. Mother hates to do laundry, and I hate to give her anything to
complain about.”


They moved on to Daisy’s room.
Brenda had forgotten about the Day of the Dead artwork, and it gave her quite a
turn when she first stepped through the door. She grimaced.


“I hope Daisy has forgotten about
all the skeleton stuff by now,” she confessed. “Can you believe she wants to be
one for Halloween?”


“Daisy strikes me as her mother’s
daughter. If she has her heart set on something, she’s going to get it. But
maybe you can change her mind.”


“Worth a shot, I suppose,” she
sighed. “I saw the cutest princess dress at the costume shop the other day.”


“I’m off early tomorrow. How
about I pick the two of you up from the school tomorrow afternoon and we take
her to get it?”


“That would be fun—if you’re sure
Penny won’t mind.”


“I’ll handle Penny,” he promised,
with the confidence only a brother could exhibit.


She so envied the camaraderie
existing between Phillip and Penny. It was what she’d hoped for with Robbie and
Daisy. She’d never had that bond, and neither had Ethan.


Folding a last sweater into
Daisy’s bag, she closed the case.


“I guess that’s it. What time is
it?”


“A little after nine,” Phillip
answered, glancing at his watch.


“That’s probably a bit late to
drop by and leave these things for Daisy. I’ll take them over there tomorrow.
Right now, I just want to curl up in bed with a smaltzy romance novel and
forget about everything for a while.”


“Sounds like a good idea,” he
agreed—though she flattered herself there was a tinge of disappointment in his
voice.


He carried both cases to the car
for her, and helped her in.


“I’ll keep Daisy’s suitcase in
the car so you don’t have to lug it back and forth to school tomorrow,” he
offered.


“That’d be great.”


“Let’s get you back to Penny’s.”
Phillip started the car.


She reached out and laid a hand
on his arm. “You can take the scenic route,” she said softly.


Phillip glanced over at her, one
eyebrow raised.


She cocked her head. “Maybe
through the park?”


He grinned. “That sounds like
fun.”


He drove as quickly as the speed
limit would allow, parking under a large tree in the deserted park.


“You do know there’s a curfew?”
he murmured, reaching across the console and unbuckling her seatbelt.


“Isn’t that 10:00?” she answered,
sliding across the gap.


“I guess we have a little time
left.”


This time, she initiated the
kiss.


 


Long before she wanted to stop,
Brenda forced herself to move back into her own seat. “We should be getting
back to Penny’s now. School starts earlier than you think, and she’s counting
on me.”


“I guess you’re right,” Phillip
said with a sigh, tracing her cheek with a long caress. “Besides, we wouldn’t
want to be caught breaking curfew.”


He eased the car into motion.


Brenda let her head fall back
against the seat. It seemed like her entire life lately was traveling between
places in cars.


She missed just sitting still,
safe and secure in the knowledge her family was intact and busy about their own
activities—but she guessed those days were gone forever.


Yes, going back to school might
be just the thing. It’d get her mind off the aching loneliness of losing Ethan
and help her focus on moving forward with her life. She’d talk to Daisy about
it and see what the child thought about losing some of mama’s attention for a
while…


As soon as they pulled up to the
B&B, Penny rushed out to meet them.


“Phil, the station called—they
tried the house, and your cell, but you didn’t pick up so they called here.”


“Damn, I must have forgotten to
turn my cell back on after the movie.”


“How irresponsible can you get?
Honestly, Phillip! Sometimes you act like a child—”


He cut her off. “What was the
message, Penny?”


“They said they need you to come
in immediately.”


“But I’m off today,” he replied,
pulling Brenda’s suitcase out of the car. “What could be so important?”


“I’m not sure.” Penny glanced at
Brenda uneasily. “They just said to give you that message, and tell you to
hurry.”


Phillip sighed. “Okay. Let me
take this upstairs, and I’ll head right over.” He started into the house.


Brenda frowned at Penny.


“Is there something wrong?”


“I haven’t the faintest idea,”
replied the teacher unconvincingly. “I’m just his answering machine.” She tried
to laugh it off, but the sound was brittle.


“I think I’ll head up to bed
then,” Brenda told her. “I’m feeling a bit tired, and if I’m going to go in to
the school with you tomorrow—”


“If you don’t feel up to it, it’s
perfectly all right,” answered Penny, her words practically tripping over one
another. “With all you’ve been through lately.”


Brenda was puzzled. “Don’t you
want me to go?”


Penny was saved from a reply when
Phillip came bounding out of the house.


“I set your bag in your room,” he
told Brenda. “I’d advise you to turn off your cell and get some rest.”


He kissed her swiftly on the
cheek and jumped into the car, backing out of the driveway with a squeal of
tires.


Penny cleared her throat. “Don’t
you think it might be a little early for that…?” she asked softly.


Brenda felt her cheeks burn.


“I—we—he…it was nothing,” she
finally stammered. “Phillip is just…very demonstrative.”


“Oh, I know all about what
Phillip is,” replied Penny, her voice decidedly cool. “Be sure you know what
you’re doing…that’s all I’m saying.” She turned and walked into the house, back
stiff.


Brenda followed her, mind
whirling in confusion. What the hell is going on with my life?


Everything seemed to be piling up
around her. And the stacks were mighty precarious.


Once she got to her room, she
debated taking another bath, but opted instead for popping one of her pain
pills and curling up with the book she had mentioned to Phillip.


It was a silly romance, with an
impossibly perfect hero and a brave but diminutive heroine who he seemed to
carry from place to place an awful lot. Halfway through, the plucky female lead
had already twisted an ankle, fallen off a horse, and eaten a bad shellfish,
but she still managed to convey the impression of cool, well-dressed breeding
wherever she went. Even while puking her guts out, presumably.


Brenda was fascinated. Maybe
instead of going back to school, she really should sit down and write a romance
novel. After all, if this was what the public wanted, how hard could it be…?


She shook her head. Who am I
kidding? It might look easy, but I’ve known a couple of aspiring authors in my
day, and they work a lot harder than anyone else I know. School will take up a
lot less of my Daisy-time than writing a book, for sure.


The medication kicked in, and the
edges of her world began to go a bit fuzzy. With a jaw-cracking yawn, she set
aside the book and snuggled down beneath the yellow comforter. This room was so
inviting. She had felt so welcome here this morning when Phillip first brought
her over. But something had changed while they were out, and she hadn’t a clue
what it might be.


Putting it all out of her mind,
she closed her eyes, hoping to drift off quickly…in fact, the transition was so
quick she didn’t even notice it.


 


The next thing she knew, there
was a tapping outside the door. Struggling up from the morass of dreams she’d
sunk deeply into, she sat up in bed. “Who is it?” she called sleepily.


Penny opened the door, bustling
in with a tray.


“Here’s the breakfast part of the
B&B,” she said, with an airy grin. Whatever had been upsetting her the
night before seemed to have disappeared. “Hope you like your eggs scrambled.”


“Perfect,” Brenda replied,
dangling her legs off the side of the bed.


“Oh, don’t get up!” Penny
scolded. “You lie right there. Breakfast in bed today. Don’t get used to it—but
I thought it would be nice your first morning with us.”


She brought the tray to the bed,
uncovering the plate with a flourish. Eggs, bacon, and home-baked biscuits.


Brenda took a deep breath,
soaking up the scent of it.


“Smells delicious,” she murmured,
focusing on the steaming cup of coffee beside a glass of juice. “Just what I
need!”


“Well, I hope you like it,” Penny
beamed. “Oh…and about last night…” The smile faded from her face.


“Don’t worry about a thing,”
Brenda assured her. “You had every right—”


“No, no I didn’t. It’s
just…Phil’s my baby brother, and I can’t help but worry.” The smile flashed on
and off.


“I totally understand. And if you
don’t want me to come to the school today—”


“Oh, but I do! Please. I could
really use the help. Speaking of which, I’d better run and get dressed. Eat
your breakfast—you’ll need the energy. We’ll be leaving in about an hour.”


She paused at the doorway. “Would
you like some background noise while you eat?”


“That’d be great,” Brenda
answered, buttering a roll.


Penny nodded and clicked on the
TV as she headed out of the room.


Suddenly, Brenda lost all
appetite. The immaculately-groomed reporter was breathlessly giving the scoop
about a vicious murder committed the night before—and she was standing outside
Brenda’s house.
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The skellyman skulked in the
shadows across the street from the television crew, a baseball cap pulled low
on his shaved head, hands shoved deep into his pockets, and gloated. He
couldn’t have arranged things any better if he had—oh wait…he had.


Down to the last detail—that the
girl would be found sprawled on the marriage bed, naked except for one of
Robbie’s old jerseys. He closed his eyes, savoring the memories of the night
before.


 


It’d been so satisfying,
breaking into the house through the back door—the Bitch must finally have had
the locks changed. Surprised it took so long.


The girl had been awestruck at
the size of the house. “Who lives here?” she’d asked, spinning in circles in
the living room like some kid. “This sure ain’t your house. If it was,
you wouldn’t be hanging out in that dive ’cross town.”


“An old friend.”


“You busted a friend’s door?
Won’t that cause a hassle?”


“She won’t mind. Want a drink?”


Predictable as ever, the rum was
just where he expected to find it. The Bitch never drank anything else.


He’d sloshed a bit of Coke into a
full glass of rum for the hooker.


“Not having anything?” she asked,
knocking back half the glass in one huge gulp.


“Not thirsty,” he’d lied—not
intending to leave any DNA for the Spic.


“Dance with me?” she’d asked,
playing with the stereo.


He’d lunged across the room and
turned it off despite her pout. No point in pushing things with the neighbors.
“Who needs music to dance, baby?”


She gulped down the rest of her
drink, barely able to keep her feet. She’d been drunk before he saw her at
their rat hotel. The rum and Coke tipped her over the edge to near
insensibility. She stumbled, raising a hand to her forehead. “Wow, that drink
was pretty strong!”


“Let’s go to the bedroom,” he
purred.


She nodded, shedding her coat as
she went. In fact, by the time they arrived in Brenda’s bedroom, the girl was
naked as the day she was born.


He followed suit. After all, his
clothes might be filthy, but he didn’t want to get blood all over them.


“Hey, I’ve got an idea…” He
stepped across the hall into Robbie’s room and grabbed one of the Brat’s old
baseball jerseys.


“Put this on, babe,” he ordered
the girl.


She batted her eyes flirtatiously
and pulled it over her head. “This what you had in mind?”


“Perfect.”


They’d had a bit of the old
in-and-out—first he’d been freely given in quite a while. Usually he had to
rape a girl for sex, but the hooker had offered, hadn’t she? And she was pretty
good—for a whore.


 


He closed his eyes, stepping back
to the present as he remembered the expression of slack-jawed surprise frozen
on the girl’s vapid features as he slid his knife home under her ribs.
Wrenching the knife out had allowed the blood to flow fast and free.


It had gushed in a crimson flood
from her damaged heart, pulsing out over the patchwork quilt and trickling down
to pool on the carpet. Irrevocably marking his territory.


Even if Brenda managed to clean
the bloodstains from her grandmother’s quilt and replaced the carpet, the
stains would always remain in her mind. She would never feel the same about the
room again. She would likely move by the end of the month…if he gave her the
chance.


Grinning, he opened his eyes,
once more watching the tawny, tan reporter orgasming over what was likely her
first murder scene. The police hadn’t let the press into the house yet, but it
wasn’t stopping the commentator from describing the horrific scene in intimate
detail.


If the reporter hadn’t been
inside, she’d managed to finagle photos or a first-hand account from someone
who had. Too bad she didn’t ask me. I’d have been happy to give her all the
gory details—and a demonstration…


He’d really enjoyed this killing.
It opened further a tiny chink in his psyche he’d kept damped down for far too long—the
ritual, the staging. This’d been so much more amusing than just a random
murder.


Now, he wanted to celebrate the
darkness; to explore its full potential. He ached to take another life and make
another artistic statement with it—it was so much fun—but it was too
soon.


That was how all the great ones
inevitably got caught—they got clumsy. Sloppy. Impatient.


Last night’s murder had started
as a crime of opportunity and burgeoned into something magnificent. Next time,
he would need to plan ahead of time to get the same rush.


And he needed more practice
before the Big Event. After all, practice made perfect.


He saw the Spic step out of the
house, shoulders slumped in weariness. Wasn’t it just like the Bitch to pick a
policeman to whore around with?


No more safe accountants or staid
programmers for little Miss Fancy-Free. Danger with a side of Spic appeared to
be the new flavor of the month.


Well, let’s see how the
relationship holds up after this…he thought.


It was too much to hope Brenda
would be blamed for committing the murder herself. After all, she’d been with
the Spic most of the evening.


But there was at least a chance
there’d be suspicion cast as to her involvement—did she know the woman? After
all, the girl was wearing her son’s jersey and in her bed.


And a tiny seed of doubt could
grow into a very large tree of distrust. He knew this from bitter personal
experience.


The news reporter had also
spotted Phillip Sanchez, and she called out to him as he passed. “Officer
Sanchez! Officer Sanchez—can you tell us anything further about this horrendous
crime?”


Phillip looked as if he’d rather
do anything but; however, he was polite enough to stop for a moment. “I’m
sorry, ma’am. I’ve been instructed not to discuss the matter until the
investigation is completed.”


“Is it true you and the owner of
this residence are acquainted?” the reporter pressed.


Oh,
thought the skellyman, she is good.


He hadn’t expected that
tidbit to come out for a few days, at least. This was turning out even better
than he’d hoped.


“No comment,” muttered Sanchez
gruffly, turning on his heel and walking away from the woman.


“And there you have it—” she told
her viewers. “Police refuse to comment further on any details of this heinous
murder. Back to you, Jim.”


“And we’re off,” called her
cameraman. “Great job, Meghan. This outta get you a shot at the desk.”


The reporter tossed her mane of
perfectly highlighted gold waves and sniffed. “It would’ve been better if that
cop had dished. Still…it gives me an angle for the follow-up.”


She began to pack up her
equipment, and the skellyman faded away from the scene. There was no further
entertainment to be gained here anyway.


 


He headed back toward his room
and a nap. It had been a long night, and he hadn’t gotten much sleep. His long
limbs moved with a disjointed fluidity, almost as if he were held together with
brass brads instead of sinew—like Daisy’s calavera puppet, tucked away
beneath his coat. He liked the symbolism of having taken it off the bulletin
board.


He knew there seemed to be too
many bends in his arms and legs. Watching him move was oddly disconcerting to
other people, and those he passed turned away almost instinctively—as if
consciously blocking out the sight of him.


It makes it easy to get away
with murder, he grinned to himself.


The hooker really had been fun.
He had remembered to use a condom during their playtime and to remove it from
the scene. Not that he expected any database in the world to have his DNA, but
all the cop shows on TV couldn’t be totally wrong. He wasn’t going to risk his
final prize on a stupid mistake.


But what was next? What could he
possibly do to escalate things from here without attacking Brenda or her family
directly? There had to be something which would cause her the same pain without
inflicting that final pinnacle of loss…


An image of Phillip Sanchez
flashed through his head.


Hmmm…an interesting
possibility. Am I ready to take that risk? A trained police officer will be
much more of a challenge than a drugged-out hooker…


It would require some serious
planning.


He stopped at the corner market
on the way back to his room, picking up a few more ramen cups and some flavored
water. On impulse, he added a bottle of beer to his purchases. After all, he
had something to celebrate.


“Uh…I’m not really supposed to
sell beer before noon…” said the pimply-faced kid behind the counter.


“That’s on Sunday,” replied the
skellyman, giving the kid his best full-toothed grin.


“Oh, okay…if you’re sure…” He
rang up the beer on the register.


A sudden vision of the store in
flames while the kid screamed flashed through the skellyman’s head, and he felt
a flare of excitement shiver through him.


He forced it down. This was the
only place that sold his ramen within walking distance of the hotel. For now,
the kid was safe.


“Uh…that’ll be $9.95,” said the
kid, holding out his hand.


Maybe I can live without ramen, the skellyman thought, eyes narrowing. He fished a crumpled ten
out of his pocket, and the kid opened the cash drawer.


The clerk slipped the ten into
the register and started to close the drawer.


Lightning fast, the skellyman’s
hand shot out and closed around the kid’s wrist.


“Forgetting something?” he
murmured softly.


“Hey, man, let me go!” squealed
the kid, face twisted in pain. “You’re breaking my fucking wrist.”


“I believe you owe me change.”


“Jesus, dude—it’s just a damn
nickel.” The clerk fumbled a coin out of the drawer and practically threw it at
the skellyman. “Now get out of here, you psycho.”


The skellyman gave the kid’s
wrist an extra, vicious twist as he let it go and picked up the nickel from the
counter. It galled him to have to make a big deal over a single coin, but it
wasn’t as if he had a fortune to spare.


Clutching his bag to his chest,
he scurried toward the hotel just down the block. Once, yeah, he’d thought
nothing of letting a snot-nosed punk get away with something like that. A
nickel here, a dollar there—no worries. But now, he was one of those crazy
people who kept their eyes to the ground hoping for a dropped penny, and
checked the coin returns on the pay-phones for quarters. The cash he did have
came mostly from his victims these days, so it wasn’t a steady income he could
count on. It seemed to flow away like water.


Half the time, he couldn’t figure
out where the hell it was going. Oh, wait. Most of it went for the meth. And
that was not an extraneous expense.


He might be currently flush, but
he couldn’t count on that lasting for long.


Another reason to hurry this
phase along. He couldn’t wait forever. The big prize would be worth it…but it
was hard putting up with the shit along the way.


Turning into the lobby of the
hotel, he grimaced at the sight of the day manager. He’d lost track of time. It
must be later than he realized, and Wanda would want to chat. Wanda always
wanted to chat—but today she might actually have something to talk about.


“Oh…Mr. Brown! Did you hear? It’s
just awful…Candy—the girl from 104, just down the hall from you, you remember?
—she was murdered! Last night. Drew said he saw her go out, just like every
other night of the world, but she never came home.”


The skellyman nodded, feigning
the expected interest. All he really wanted to do was slip by the gregarious
woman and get to the safety of his room. Then he’d remember Candy all right.


“That’s too bad,” he murmured,
sliding along the wall across from the caged counter.


“Oh, it is!” Wanda agreed,
nodding her head and setting her many chins quivering. “I don’t know what this
world is coming to. Of course, the girl weren’t no better than she should be. I
think she was a…” Wanda looked both ways, as if checking the coast were clear,
and then leaned toward him. “…a W-H-O-R-E,” she breathed. “Now, normally I
wouldn’t have that kind of person in my establishment, but she was quiet and
paid her rent regular. She didn’t bring none of those men of hers home though.
I put my foot down about that!”


As well as being the day manager,
Wanda owned the building, and fancied herself a benevolent despot. She didn’t
realize hookers and coke-heads were the only tenants desperate enough to live
in a dive like this.


Hookers, coke-heads, and him. He
liked it this way. It was exactly the sort of place he could relate to. It felt
like home…but he still fantasized about Wanda’s head in a vise as he turned the
handle…twist, by twist, till her eyes popped from their blubbery sockets. Her
idiot son, coke-head Drew, the night manager, wasn’t much better, but at least
he was quiet.


The skellyman sidled a bit
further down the hall.


“Oh, and Mr. Brown…I hate to
mention it.” All the breathless-excitement was gone from Wanda’s voice. Now it
had the steel of a bear-trap. “The rent was due last Tuesday. It’s already
Monday again. If you don’t catch up tomorrow with two weeks payment, I’m afraid
I am going to have to ask you to leave.”


He’d known it was coming—one reason
he’d been moving around only at night. Wanda forgot what she didn’t see.


“Yes, ma’am. Let me get that for
you right now,” he murmured.


The promise would shut her up for
a few minutes at least. He scurried on down the hall to his room—and then
remembered he had turned in the key to Drew on his way out the night before. Damn!


He turned to go back, but
apparently Wanda was taking no chances this time. He was startled to find her
directly behind him. For a big woman, she could be very stealthy when she tried.
He’d have to remember that.


“Here, let me get the door for
you,” she purred, producing the key from somewhere—he didn’t dare speculate
where.


She opened the door and pushed
past him into the room before he could protest.


“Would you look at that!” she breathed,
taking in his wall of pictures.


“Get out of my room,” he growled,
voice tight with rage.


Wanda continued to study the
pictures as if he hadn’t spoken. “What a stunning woman. Is that your wife? And
who is this beautiful baby girl? Oh, how sad! Who died?” She glanced toward him
and then away without waiting for a response. “No, that can’t be your family.
How could you ever go off and leave them alone for a place like this? You’d
have to be out of your head.” She chuckled at her own wit. “Now, where’s that
money you have for me?”


Shaking with fury, the skellyman
set his bag of groceries down on the rickety table and turned his back to her.
He fished in his pocket again.


Candy had been good for more than
a quickie…he pulled a hundred-dollar bill from the stack he’d taken from the
dead hooker.


Luckily, no blood had gotten on
her purse or the money. He’d dumped the purse, but the money would eke out his
nest egg for quite a while if he kept his expenses low.


“Here you go, Mrs. Delaney. I am
sorry I forgot last week. You should have reminded me sooner.” He handed her
the bill.


“No problem, Mr. Brown,” she
murmured, all smiles now as she tucked it away in her not-inconsiderable
cleavage. “We all make mistakes from time to time. Now, you should really think
about going home to that beautiful woman there if she does belong to you—” She
pointed at Brenda’s picture. “She looks like a good one.”


“She’s dead,” he replied dully,
fighting to keep his temper in check.


“That’s terrible! I’m so sorry
for your loss, Mr. Brown. Well, she sure was a looker. And what an angel of a
little girl! I swear they look familiar. I almost feel as though I’ve seen them
somewhere before.”


The skellyman’s blood turned to
ice. If she remembered…


The risk was too great. Wanda
Delaney would have to experience some unfortunate accident—and soon.
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Brenda stared at the television
in utter shock. What is happening to my world?


It had seemed all was lost when
she got the news of the accident; when she lost Ethan and Robbie. Since then
every day had been a struggle, trying to be there for Daisy when the bulk of
her emotional resources had gone up in the flames of the wreck. But she had
thought the corner turned…things had been starting to make sense again—until
the night Daisy first saw the skellyman on the street.


Who is this lunatic who seems
to be following me around? Is he somehow responsible for this latest nightmare?
And if not him, who? Why?


She saw Phillip step out of the
house. So did the reporter. The perky blond immediately began plying him with
questions, which he declined to answer. Still, the woman’s pointed inquiries
probably wouldn’t help his career any. Damn.


Suddenly her guts were
threatening to crawl out of her throat. She barely made the toilet before she
vomited up everything in her stomach again—and then some.


I’m never going back to that
house. No matter what happens.


She’d send in movers for anything
she absolutely had to have. Maybe Papa would supervise them for her, but she was
determined not to step foot in it again.


She turned off the TV, hand
shaking. When she tried to set the tray on the dresser, the shaking escalated
into full-fledged tremors and it fell from her hands in a crescendo of breaking
dishes and splattered food. Her breath came in sobbing gasps as she fought to
bring herself under control.


I’ll have to pay Penny for
those dishes…the banal thought broke her control
completely, and she cried until there was nothing left inside but emptiness.


Finally, she managed to pull
herself together.


Better go ahead and get
dressed. Penny is counting on my help at school today.


She took a quick shower and put
on one of the dresses she’d picked up the night before. It was a little light
for the weather, but she hadn’t really had time to pick and choose—besides, her
wardrobe was mainly geared to the t-shirts and sweats she’d been wearing for
the last few days.


There was a knock on the door.
She opened it, expecting Penny, but it was Phillip. He looked tired, and his
face was serious.


“Come in,” she said, gesturing
toward the desk chair. “Sit down. You look all done in.”


“I can’t,” he replied softly,
remaining outside the door.


“I guess I expected that. Was
it…bad?”


“Bad enough. I can’t really
discuss the details. It’s not my case—the detectives will be investigating. But
I…had to see you. I want you to accept police protection, Brenda. It’s really
not a request. The man who did this was an animal. The bedroom was like an
abattoir. I hope you weren’t too attached to that patchwork quilt.”


“It was my grandmother’s,” she
whispered, eyes filling with tears.


“I don’t think you’re going to
want it anymore. It’s evidence right now, anyway. They’ll probably need you to
make a statement at some point—for the record. God, Brenda, I am so sorry this
had to happen.”


“It’s him. It’s got to be.”


“Who?”


“The skellyman—whoever this
lunatic is who’s been following me. Have there been any hits on the sketch?”


“You watch too many cop shows,”
he replied, with the ghost of a smile. “We’ve been showing it around, but no
one seems to recognize him.”


“With looks like that, how can he
be invisible?” she murmured with a shudder.


Just then, Penny appeared in the
doorway.


“I hate to interrupt, Brenda, but
I need to be at the school by—what’s wrong? You both look terrible. Has
something else happened?”


“There’s been a murder.” Philip
answered quietly. “At Brenda’s house.”


“Oh my God!” Penny’s hand flew to
her mouth. “Are you okay?” she asked Brenda.


“No. I’m really not.”


Penny reached out to place a hand
on Brenda’s arm. “You don’t have to go with me today. I’d completely
understand.”


“No,” Brenda answered. “I want to
go. I need to see Daisy…make sure she’s safe.”


“Of course. Shall I meet you
downstairs?”


“I’m ready to go.” She picked up
her purse and started for the door.


Phillip reached out as she passed
him, and pulled her into a bone-crushing hug.


“Be careful out there, querida,”
he whispered in her ear. “If you see this man again, you call me immediately.”


A little dazed by the ferocity of
the embrace, she nodded.


“I will, I promise. I really hope
I’ll never see him again…though I doubt I’ll be so lucky.”


She patted the kitten on its
head, and followed Penny out of the room. Phillip was gazing thoughtfully
around the space as she headed out the door.


They were silent for most of the
short ride to the school, but as they turned into the drive, Penny said softly,
“My brother really likes you.”


Brenda felt herself reddening.


“I really like him too.”


“He’s never acted this serious
about anyone before.”


Brenda was stunned.


“Never? But he’s so…so
everything.”


Penny smiled tightly.


“He seems it, doesn’t he? But
he’s always held back from commitment. Oh, he’s dated plenty, but he’s never
looked at anyone the way he looks at you.”


“I don’t know what to say…”


Penny pulled into her assigned
parking space and killed the engine. Then she turned to Brenda.


“Say you won’t hurt him. Say your
intentions are honorable—whatever that means. Say you understand he’s
vulnerable and this is all new to him.”


“Penny, I don’t know what you think
I’m planning on doing to him, but I promise you I’m extremely fond of your
brother, and I wouldn’t hurt him for the world. He’s the first man who’s ever
made me feel this way, and I was married for more than thirteen years.”


“Just…be careful. For both your
sakes.”


Brenda nodded numbly, feeling a
bit overcome. She got out of the car and glanced around the parking lot.


“Mama! Mama!” shouted a clear
little voice from across the lot, and Daisy barreled across the tarmac to throw
herself on Brenda. “Mama, did you see our house? It was on TV. Papa and Grammy
wouldn’t let me see what they were saying, but I knowed it was our house.
Didn’t it look pretty? Grammy tried to call you, but she couldn’t get the phone
to go. She was really mad at you. When are we going home? Did you find me my
skellyman costume yet? Why are you here?”


Brenda let the torrent of words
roll over her, basking in the warmth of the chattering child’s affection. She
smoothed back Daisy’s unruly curls and kissed her daughter on the forehead as
her father strode toward her across the lot.


“We’ll talk about all of it
later, baby,” she whispered. “Now it’s time for school. I’m going to help Mrs.
Castillo today.”


“You all right, Brenda?” George
Fullerton asked her grimly.


“Yes, Papa. I’m fine. I’m sorry I
hadn’t called yet.”


“Not me you should be apologizing
to. Your mother’s worried sick. I suppose you saw the news this morning.”


Suddenly all the well-being
Daisy’s mere presence had given her faded away like mist. “Yes, I saw it. Mrs.
Castillo, could you take Daisy into the school for me?”


“Of course,” Penny answered. She
reached for Daisy’s hand.


Before she could lead the child
away, George continued, “Your mother is understandably fit to be tied, honey.
They said the girl was a—” He glanced down at Daisy. “—a h-o-o-k-e-r. What
would a woman like that have been doing in your house?”


“Not now, Papa. Please.”


Daisy pulled at Penny’s hand.
“Who was in our house, Mama? Why was she in our house if we weren’t? Did you
know her, Mama?”


Brenda looked at her father
helplessly.


“Don’t you worry about it none,
Daisy. Your mama will tell you about it when it’s a good time. For now, why
don’t you show her what you made for her?”


“Oh, yes!” Daisy’s eyes
brightened, and she dug into the pocket of her jacket, fishing out a piece of
yarn slipped through some grimy lengths of uncooked pasta. “Look, Mama—I made
you this beeeutiful necklace.”


Brenda took the prize with a
mixture of emotions. It was obvious the child was very proud of her
creation…but the pasta was filthy, and the yarn a bit frayed.


“That’s very nice, Daisy. I love
it.”


“Wear it to school, Mama,”
ordered the little girl imperiously.


“Well, Mrs. Castillo might not
like that,” Brenda hedged, turning a helpless glance to Penny.


“I think it’s lovely, Mrs.
Barnett. You should definitely wear it.” Penny hid a smile behind her hand.


Brenda wrinkled her nose. She
slipped the string over her head. At least the talisman made her feel a little
better.


“Maybe you can bring Mrs.
Castillo one tomorrow,” she said.


“Oh, I brought her one too,”
beamed Daisy, fishing out an even grimier specimen. She handed it to the
teacher. “You wear yours too.”


Brenda laughed at the expression
on Penny’s face. Her mood was gradually lightening.


“We’ll match,” she said smugly.


Penny slipped the cord over her
head.


“Thank you, Daisy.”


“Well, I’ll let you ladies get on
to your work…but you call your mother as soon as you can, Brenda. She’ll want
to hear your voice for herself. You promised her a number where you could be
reached.”


“Here’s my card, Mr. Fullerton,”
Penny said, digging into her purse and handing him a business card. “It has the
number at the Bed and Breakfast.”


George Fullerton nodded at her.
“Thank you, ma’am. That’ll help.


“I’ll come back by for Daisy when
school lets out, Brenda…but we’re going to need to discuss all this sometime
soon.”


“Yes, Papa,” replied Brenda
meekly, kissing her father’s rough cheek. “I understand.”


He headed back to the truck, and
the women led Daisy into the school, each holding one of the child’s hands.


Daisy continued to chatter away
about Halloween and the museum trip on Friday. Brenda was stunned to realize
that had only been three days ago.


Brenda followed Penny into the
brightly decorated classroom. Daisy pulled away to go and tell Tommy the adventures
of Bones over the weekend. The children were soon shrieking in laughter. Brenda
envied them.


Penny strode to the front of the
room and clapped her hands.


“Alright, boys and girls. Time to
begin. Everyone sit in their place.”


The children scrambled to sit
down. Each shining little face was turned to Penny. They were models of
behavior.


I could never get this sort of
behavior out of a classroom, Brenda thought to
herself.


By lunchtime, she was even more
impressed by Penny’s boundless energy and teaching skills. And she was
exhausted.


“How do you do it?” she whispered
to Penny as the children worked on Halloween art projects in pairs.


“Do what?” asked Penny.


“Keep these kids so engaged. I
can’t get Daisy to concentrate on anything for more than ten minutes at a time,
and yet she’s been an angel for you.”


“It’s not as hard as you think.
At this age, they really want to be good. You just have to give them a
chance.”


Brenda pondered the answer as she
circulated around the room admiring the children’s pictures and offering
suggestions. When she got to Daisy and Tommy—the two really did seem to be
inseparable at school—she fought to hide her dismay over their subject matter.


Yes, they were supposed to be
drawing Halloween pictures…but the gruesome skeleton with a machete in one hand
and an open grave behind him was a little much.


“That’s…interesting, sweetie,”
Brenda murmured. “I…uh…like the colors you used.”


“Blood, blood red and dead, dead
black,” replied Daisy matter-of-factly. “Those are the colors of Halloween.”


“Okay…” Brenda shivered. “But how
about giving him a jack-o-lantern to carve in his other hand?” She was trying
to justify the machete as something other than a weapon.


“No! I forgotted—” Daisy said.
She drew a head in the skeleton’s other hand, gripped by short brown hair, and
dripping blood, blood red.
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Somehow, Brenda made it through
the rest of the school day without screaming. What am I going to do about
Daisy’s obsession with death?


Maybe she really should talk to
Elise about it. She had been toying with the idea, but maybe it was time to
make a decision.


The thought eased her mind. Her
weekly appointment with Elise was normally on Thursday, but if she called this
afternoon, she suspected the therapist would squeeze her in.


Maybe I should take Daisy
along—if Elise talks to her, maybe she can help break the child out of this
fascination with the macabre.


School was over by two in the
afternoon, and Brenda knew Elise saw patients till six. A quick call to her
office confirmed she could see mother and daughter at four.


Brenda waved to George as he came
to pick Daisy up.


“Can you do me a favor this
afternoon?”


“What is it, honey?”


“I made an appointment for Elise
Fairbanks to meet Daisy at four. I’ll need a ride over there, and I hate to
impose on Penny.”


Phillip had offered to take them
shopping this afternoon, but she didn’t really want him to be the one to take
her to her therapist…not at this point in their relationship. Maybe Penny would
call him for her—she hadn’t programmed his number into her phone yet.


“But you don’t mind imposing on
your old man, huh?” George winked at her. “Sure, sweetheart. Who is Elise
Fairbanks?”


Brenda hesitated. She knew Mary
thought her therapy was a waste of time and money, but George had seemed
supportive of the idea originally. She just didn’t know what he felt about it
now.


“She’s the therapist I’ve been
seeing.”


“Oh! We’re gonna go see the crazy
doctor?” cried Daisy excitedly…and loudly.


Several heads turned in their
direction, and Brenda felt her face heating up. George chuckled, and he knelt
beside Daisy.


“Your mama’s taking you to meet a
friend of hers, that’s all, little missy. Now, what do you say we go get ice
cream on the way?”


“Chocolate!” Daisy crowed.


Brenda turned to Penny, who was
standing nearby making sure her students all had a ride home.


“I’ll be back to the B&B by
seven.”


“Take as long as you like. The
door is open till nine, and if you need to be later, just knock and someone
will let you in.”


Penny smiled down at Daisy. “Have
fun, sweetie.”


“I tell you what,” Brenda told
Daisy. “Why don’t we go look for a Halloween costume after the ice cream?”


“It’s about time.” The little
girl planted her fists on her hips. “All the good skellymens will be gone.”


“Why don’t we wait and see what
they have?” replied Brenda helplessly, looking to her father for support.


“We’ll find you something
perfect, Daisy Mae,” George promised, ruffling the child’s curls. “For now,
we’d better hurry on, or we won’t have time to get everything done.”


He picked Daisy up and swung her
onto his shoulder amidst peals of laughter from the girl. Brenda followed them
to the truck.


Daisy needs this. She deserves
a father figure who will pick her up when she’s down—literally and figuratively.


They drove over to the nearest
ice cream parlor, Daisy chattering on about her costume the entire way.
Brenda’s heart sank. The child was determined to go trick-or-treating as a
skeleton.


She caught George glancing over
at her and shrugged. What was there to say? She didn’t understand why Daisy was
so obsessed with the idea, but she didn’t seem able to change her daughter’s
mind, either.


“Maybe they’ll all be gone,” she
mouthed to George, and he nodded back.


It was a bit chilly to totally
enjoy ice cream, but it made Daisy happy. She devoured her chocolate sundae
without getting too much of it on her school clothes. Brenda was glad to see
it, because she knew Daisy must be running out of clean things, and Mary really
hated doing laundry.


Not that she blamed her mother in
this case…she knew the heavy lifting involved was hard on her own back—and
could imagine how it would stress the older woman.


She remembered the suitcase in
Phillip’s car. Darn. That was another reason he had been going to pick them up,
and she had forgotten all about it.


I’ll have to make it up to him…


As soon as Daisy had licked the
last droplet of chocolate from her spoon, she let it clatter to the table and
announced.


“Done, Mama. Let’s go find my
skellyman suit.” She slid from her chair and started toward the door.


“Hold on, little missy,” called
George. “You wait for your mama and me. Don’t forget, it ain’t as easy for us
old folk to get around as it is for you.” He winked at Brenda.


Daisy stopped dead in her tracks
and turned back toward them.


“I forgotted, Mama. I forgotted
you were old.”


Brenda rolled her eyes at George.


“Thanks ever so much.”


Daisy came back and took hold of
Brenda’s good hand, carefully leading her towards the door.


“I’ll help you, Mama.”


Brenda was exasperated yet
touched by the gesture. How old does Daisy think I am…and why do I feel it
right this minute?


There was a mega-market costume
center close by, set up in a big box space whose original tenant had gone belly
up. These costume places sprang up sometime in August usually and melted away a
week after Halloween—but they did carry a huge variety of colorful costumes.
Brenda felt a bit overwhelmed walking in the door.


There were giggling children
everywhere, calling to each other from across the store. Daisy waved
frantically at someone, and Brenda glanced over to see Tommy with a striking
redhead she assumed must be the boy’s mother. Her dress suddenly felt frumpy
instead of stylish when compared to the redhead’s immaculate suit.


Daisy began to drag her over to
where Tommy stood waffling between a robot ninja costume and a vaguely
dog-shaped creation. Brenda tried to hold back, but finally gave in to the
inevitable and allowed herself to be led.


“Hey, Tommy! Are you going to be
dressed as Filbert? That would be cool!”


Brenda realized the vaguely
dog-shaped costume must be based on a popular children’s book series currently
all the rage. Funny, I always thought Filbert was more of a horse…


“Hello,” said the redhead, as
Daisy and Tommy lost all interest in the adults and began searching through the
racks together. “You must be Daisy’s mother. I’m Vivian Sullivan.” She held out
her hand, and Brenda shook it awkwardly.


“Brenda Barnett.”


“What happened to your arm? It
must be difficult coping with a dynamo like Daisy when you’ve got one hand tied
behind your back, so to speak.” Vivian smiled.


“I fell trying to coax my kitten
out of a tree. It was silly, really. My parents are keeping Daisy for a few
days—this is my father, George Fullerton,” she added as he joined them.


“That must be a blessing.
Listen…I don’t mean to pry—” Vivian’s expression had turned suddenly…odd…and
Brenda got the impression prying was exactly what she meant to do. “—but
wasn’t that your house they showed on the TV this morning? I mean, I recognize
the name. Was there really someone murdered there?”


Brenda glanced uneasily at the
children, but they were totally absorbed in the brightly colored costumes.


“I really don’t know any more
than you do, Mrs. Sullivan. The first I heard of it was when I saw the news
report this morning, and I’ve been at the school all day.”


“They didn’t even call you? How
awful! You’d think the policeman from the news report would’ve had the decency
to come and speak to you.” Her voice took on a coy, simpering tone. “I mean,
they said he was a friend of yours.”


Brenda was surprised she didn’t
make air-quotes around the word friend.


“Yes. He’s a friend. But he had
his job to do and I had mine. If you’ll excuse me.” She took Daisy’s hand and
pulled the girl away.


Daisy protested.


“But Mama…I think there’re skellymen
right there—” She pointed back toward Tommy, craning her neck to see better.


“You mind your mama,” George told
her firmly.


Daisy’s eyes welled with tears as
she stared at her grandfather. He rarely ever denied her anything, so the
little girl realized this must be something serious.


“Yes, Papa,” she whispered.


She let Brenda show her to the
section filled with every Disney Princess costume to date, as well as a few
more generic—and less expensive—gowns.


“I think you’d make a lovely
princess,” Brenda coaxed.


The tears spilled over, running
silently down Daisy’s cheeks.


“But I want to be a skellyman,”
she whispered in a tiny little voice that broke Brenda’s heart.


She was about to give in and take
the girl back to the skeletons, despite the Sullivans’ continued presence at
the rack when George knelt down beside Daisy and whispered something in her
ear.


Daisy’s fingers wandered into her
mouth as she listened. She shook her head emphatically.


George continued to whisper. By
the time he finished, Daisy was nodding thoughtfully, and the tears had
stopped.


Brenda looked down at her father
and mouthed, “Thank you.”


George rose to his feet and
grinned.


“Don’t thank me yet…you don’t
know my proposal.”


Daisy began to sort through the
frilly dresses with all the concentration of a girl looking for a prom dress.
She finally pulled out a frothy red and gold creation with a detachable black
cape.


“This one. This one would be the
perfectest.”


Brenda was relieved. At least
they had gotten past the skeletons…


“Now we need a skelly head,
Mama.”


Brenda stared at her father.


“Well, Brenda Elaine, I just
suggested to her there would be a lot of skeletons trick-or-treating, but there
wouldn’t be too many skeleton princesses.” He shrugged. “It was the best I
could do.”


With a groan of dismay, Brenda
took Daisy over to the mask section, where they found a skull Daisy proclaimed
was “Exactedly what I wanted!”


It was much more realistic than
the standard cartoon depiction, and Brenda shuddered.


“I need a crown too, Mama.”


“How about I let you borrow my
tiara?”


It was the one remnant of Mary’s
vicarious pageant spree days—a relic of the one contest she had actually
won—and Brenda knew Daisy coveted it.


“Oh! That would be magnisifant!”


“Well, we want you to be magnificent,
don’t we?” Brenda couldn’t help but smile.


Glancing down at her watch,
Brenda exclaimed, “Darn—time really got away from me. It’s much later than I
thought. We need to get over to Elise’s as soon as we can. Let’s go pay for your
costume, sweetie.”


Daisy skipped ahead of them,
triumphantly holding her skull mask aloft.


 


“Thank you for seeing us on such
short notice, Elise,” Brenda murmured, smoothing Daisy’s curls. “I just…needed
to discuss this new phase with you, and I thought seeing her might help.” She
shrugged helplessly.


“I don’t usually deal with
children directly, Brenda,” Elise answered, “but I’ll see what I can do.”


The therapist smiled down at the
child. “How are you today, Daisy? My name is Dr. Fairbanks, but you can call me
Elise.”


Daisy looked up at her. “Are you
the crazy doctor? My Grammy says Mama shouldn’t be wasting money on you.”


“Daisy!” Brenda was mortified,
but Elise just laughed.


“I’m sure a lot of Grammys feel
that way, honey, but we let the Mamas decide.” She winked at Brenda. “Now, you
want to come sit over here and tell me a story?”


Daisy hopped up onto one of
Elise’s comfortable chairs. Brenda sank down on the couch.


“What happened to your arm,
Brenda?”


The question startled Brenda out
of her thoughts.


“It’s nothing,” she answered
sheepishly. “I’ll tell you all about it next time.”


“I’ll hold you to that,” Elise
said, shaking her finger at Brenda sternly. “Now, Daisy…I think you were going
to tell me a story.”


“What about?” asked Daisy
quizzically, turning her skull mask in her hands. She had refused to leave it
in the truck.


“Whatever you want. How about you
tell me about your mask there?”


“This is my Hallyween mask. I’m
going to be a skelly princess.”


“Really? Why not a regular
princess? Wouldn’t it be more fun playing with Mama’s makeup?”


Daisy shook her head decisively.
“Nope. I want to be a skellyman. Just like Robbie—only he can’t be a princess,
because he’s a boy. No, wait…he’s not a skellyman, he’s a ghost!”


Brenda stared at her daughter aghast.


“Daisy, honey…Robbie can’t go
trick-or-treating with you this year,” Elise said softly.


“’Course not,” snorted the child,
“he’s in the boneyard. But I wanted to be a skelly anyway. He just maded up my
mind for sure.”


Elise frowned.


“What do you mean?”


“He says being a skellyman is
fun, though he likes being a ghost better.” She shrugged matter-of-factly.


“When did he tell you that?”
Elise prodded.


“Last night.”
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He shouldn’t have visited Daisy
at their grandparents’ house, but he couldn’t find Mom anywhere, and he’d hoped
that the little girl would know where she was.


When he appeared in Daisy’s guest
bedroom, the little girl bounced on the bed with glee.


“Robbie! I knoweded you’d come
see me again.” She picked up the white puppy by the neck and held it up for
him. “See my puppy? His name is Bones. He got hitted by a car…oh wait. You was
there, wasn’t you?”


He nodded, sinking down on the
edge of the bed—or as close to it as he could manage. “I saw that man hit him.
Is he okay?”


She clutched the dog to her
chest, despite its whimpering struggles. “He brokeded his leg.” She lifted the
cast. “See?”


“That must’ve hurt. Maybe you
should let him get some sleep.”


“Yeah. He just had his medishun.
Prolly needs to sleep.”


Nodding wisely, Daisy plopped the
puppy down on the floor.


It squeaked and Robbie winced.
“That’s better for him.”


Daisy came toward him on her
knees. “What’re you gonna be for Hallyween, Robbie?”


“I don’t get to go
trick-or-treating anymore, squirt.”


“’Cause you are in the boneyard,
right?”


“Uh…I guess you could say that.”


“What’s it like there? Bein’ a
skellyman?”


Robbie frowned. She was being
weird.


“It’s okay, I guess. Nobody tells
you what to do or anything…it’s kinda fun.”


“I want to be a skellyman just
like you!”


“I’m not really a skeleton,
Daisy. At least…not all the time. Do I look like a skeleton to you?”


“Well, no. You look like
Robbie…but see-fru.”


“What would that make me?”


Her little face screwed up in
thought, and then brightened. “I remember. You’s a ghost!”


“That’s right, squirt. I’m more
of a ghost type.”


He took an unnecessary breath.
“Listen, do you know where Mom is? I really need to talk to her.”


Daisy shook her head. “Just some
hotel or something. She’s supposeded to let us know where.”


“I’ll come back later then and
see if you’ve found out.”


“Do you got to go?”


“You need to go to sleep. You’ve
got school in the morning, don’t ya?”


“I forgotted.” A huge yawn split
her face in two.


“You go to sleep. I’ll be back.”


Daisy snuggled down under the
covers. “Okay, Robbie. Next time you tell me all about the boneyard.”


Robbie let himself shift back
into the darkness. There was something really strange about his little
sister…should he add that to the list of things to tell Mom?
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Daisy’s assertion that she was
speaking to her dead brother—and fairly frequently from what she told Elise in
subsequent answers—left Brenda shaken to the core, but Elise assured her this
was still quite normal for a child who had sustained such a loss.


It was the origin of more than
one imaginary friend. Children sometimes need a period of adjustment to come to
terms with loss in their own way. It shouldn’t be encouraged, but at the same
time, it shouldn’t be stigmatized either.


In other words, leave her
alone and she’ll grow out of it.


Brenda walked Daisy back to the
truck.


George looked up from the
newspaper he was reading and folded it away. “How’d it go, honey?”


“Dr. Fairbanks isn’t concerned,”
Brenda sighed. “She thinks Daisy is being a perfectly normal little girl. I
guess I was just over-reacting.”


“You’re her mama. It’s only
natural to be protective. You should’ve seen your mama tear into a teacher who
held you after school one day for talking.”


“I don’t remember that.”


“Probably not. You were about the
same age Daisy is now. Your mama gave that woman what for—it was something to
see.”


The thought of Mary coming to her
defense was new to her.


“Did you talk to the doctor
about…what happened at the house?”


Brenda shook her head with a
shudder. “I couldn’t. Not in front of Daisy.”


“Maybe you should march back in
there and talk about it.”


“No…she had another patient
coming in as we left. I’ll talk to her later. I couldn’t ask her to bump another
appointment.”


“I’m sure she would’ve
understood, honey. Under the circumstances.”


“That wouldn’t be fair to anyone.
I-I’ll be okay, Papa.”


“You coming with us to have
supper?” George asked.


Dropping in on Mary at meal time
would lead to unnecessary acrimony. She was tempted to go, despite the
inevitable confrontation, just so she could spend more time with Daisy…mother’s
instinct, she supposed…but the thought of dealing with her own mother wearied
her beyond belief.


Brenda reluctantly shook her
head.


I want to protect my daughter,
keep her safe—from what? Her imagination? Just not worth the fight. Papa will
take care of her.


It wasn’t terribly far from
Elise’s office to the B&B, but Brenda didn’t feel safe walking, so she
accepted George’s offer of a ride.


“Thank you, Papa.”


“anytime, Brenda Elaine. If you
need anything, you just call us. Day or night.”


Tears welled in her eyes as she
kissed his stubbled cheek. “I will, Papa. I promise.”


She kissed Daisy goodbye and sent
her on home with George.


She turned to walk up the steps
into the B&B. Maybe she’d see if Penny had a spare bottle of wine she could
borrow. Spending the evening pleasantly buzzed seemed like a heavenly idea
right about now.As she reached for the door handle, her cell phone rang, and she
worked it out of her purse.


“Hello?”


“Hi there,” Phillip’s voice
sounded tired. “I’ve been thinking about you all day long.”


“I was hoping you’d call. I’m
sorry I wasn’t there if you came by the school this afternoon. I know you were
going to take us shopping, but…something came up, and I got my father to
drive.”


“No problem. I’ve been stuck at
the station all day anyway. How’re things going?”


“Aside from my daughter talking
about her dead brother telling her things, it’s been okay”


“Must be rough on her.”


“I never realized how rough,”
said Brenda softly. “I’ve been far too wrapped up in my own pain to really deal
with hers.”


“You’re only human, sweetheart.
Say…you free for dinner?”


All thoughts of a bath and a solo
date with a bottle disappeared. Dinner with Phillip would be much more
therapeutic.


“Sure. Can I have a half hour to
get ready?”


He chuckled, the sound warm and
familiar over the cell line.


“Just like a woman…wants to primp
before she lets a fellow see her.”


“It’s getting colder. I’d rather change
into a pair of slacks if it’s okay with you.”


“If you insist…but I’d love to
see you in a dress sometime.”


Brenda felt a thrill of pleasure
ripple through her at the thought. It had been too long since anyone cared how
she looked. If she were honest with herself, Ethan had stopped noticing what
she wore years before his death.


“Well, since you ask so
nicely…but I would still like to clean up a bit.”


“You look pretty clean to me.”


“Wha—” She looked up to see
Phillip leaning against his car parked across the street—grin on his face, and
cell phone in hand.


“Goodbye,” she said, sticking her
tongue out at him.


He laughed, flipping the phone
closed and sticking it in his pocket. He stepped forward and gathered her into
his arms.


“You look fabulous,” he murmured,
planting a kiss on her forehead. “Okay. Now I’ve seen you in a dress. You can
go change if you want.”


“How ’bout you just promise we’ll
go somewhere warm, and I’ll be okay in the dress?”


“Uncle Teo’s?”


Brenda pretended to think about
it. “That might do. If I can have Sangria.”


“I think we can arrange that.”


She pulled away from him.


“Okay. Let me run upstairs and
check on the kitten. I’ll be right back down.”


“Take your time. I’ll chat with
Penny while you’re getting ready.”


Brenda hurried into the house,
calling a greeting to Penny as she went upstairs.


The kitten mewed piteously as she
opened the door to her room.


“Poor baby,” she murmured,
picking up Mask and snuggling against her soft fur. “I’ve been neglecting you
horribly, haven’t I?”


Mask began to purr, rubbing her
little nose against Brenda’s cheek and licking her face. Brenda chuckled. It
felt good to have the unconditional love of something—even if it was only a
cat.


She set out half a can of food
for the kitten, and filled the water bowl. Glancing at the litter box, she
decided it would be okay until she got home from the date.


This time it definitely was
a date…and she felt like a teenager again, breathless and giddy about the fact
she had one. For the moment, the horrors of the past week were pushed to the
very back of her mind. She would ignore the skellyman tonight. After all, she’d
be as safe as she could possibly be with Phillip.


She checked her face in the
mirror. The make-up she had put on for school that morning was in pretty good
shape, except for the lipstick—which she re-applied. She made a moue at the
mirror, pretending to be a beauty-queen again.


God! Why did I ever let Mother
talk me into those ridiculous pageants?


She’d have to ask her mother
where she’d put the tiara so Daisy could use it for Halloween. She knew Mary
had kept track of it.


Grabbing her sweater from the
bed, Brenda hurried toward the stairs. As she clattered down them, she heard
Penny call her name. She poked her head into the dining room.


“Need something?”


“Are you going to be here for
dinner this evening?” Penny asked.


Brenda felt her cheeks heat up.
“No. I’m sorry for the late notice. Phillip was outside, and he asked me to go
to Tu Familia for dinner.”


Penny laughed. “I’m just
teasing,” she said as Phillip stepped around the corner with a sheepish grin.
“He told me all about it. It’s perfectly okay. I understand. Before you go,
could you grab the paper for me? It should be on the doorstep.”


“Sure.” Slipping into her
sweater, she opened the front door and bent down to retrieve the newspaper from
the porch.


The screaming headline above the
fold almost made her ill: HOOKER FOUND MURDERED IN LOCAL HOME


The story gave the details of the
murder in Brenda’s house. It was graphic for a news story, and the description
of the blood-stained scene made her stomach turn—but something compelled her to
keep reading. At the bottom of the article, scrawled in red on the newspaper
were the words: “Sorry I Missed You—I Had Fun.”


Brenda made a sound deep in her
throat. It was midway between a scream and a moan.


And then Phillip was there, arm
around her waist, supporting her so she didn’t fall.


“What is it, sweetheart?”


Wordlessly, she handed him the
paper.


Phillip scanned it quickly, and
his face turned dark.


“This guy is really psychotic,
Brenda. I’ve got to report this as soon as possible.”


“Let’s skip dinner tonight,
Phillip. I don’t think I’m hungry anymore.”


“Sure, baby. I fully understand.”
He gave her a hug. “We’ll catch this sonofabitch, Brenda. I promise you.”


“Will it be too late?”


“Not if I can help it.” He kissed
her on the forehead. “Try and get some rest.”


Brenda nodded miserably. She had
really been looking forward to the dinner. Oh well, maybe that bath and
bottle of wine wouldn’t be so bad after all.


“Can I get you anything?” asked
Penny sympathetically.


“You wouldn’t happen to have any
Sangria, would you?” Brenda sighed wistfully.


Penny nodded. “I think I can
scare up a bottle. You want me to bring it upstairs?”


“That would be great, sis,”
Phillip broke in. “I’m putting her in your care. I’ve got to go to the station
and make a report. Don’t let her out of the house.”


“I won’t,” Penny promised, giving
a Girl Scout salute.


“And I’m taking your paper.”


Penny looked confused, and
Phillip turned it to show her the scrawled message.


“Go right ahead,” she murmured,
with a shudder.


Phillip led Brenda to the stairs,
and hugged her again.


“I’m sorry about tonight,
Sunshine. I’ll make it up to you. Go upstairs and lock yourself in. Don’t open
the door for anyone but Penny. Take a nice, hot bath and try to forget about
all this for now. I know that’ll be difficult, but try. You’re scared, and
that’s perfectly understandable, but it’ll all be okay. We’ll just take a
rain-check on that dinner.”


Brenda nodded, sighing heavily.
She hurried up the stairs as fast as she had come down them only minutes
before. Stepping inside her bedroom, she slammed the door and threw her sweater
across the room with a sob of frustration.


Why is this happening to me?
Why has someone decided to destroy my life?


There was a knock on the door,
and Penny’s voice outside, “Brenda?” The door opened a crack, and she peeped
around it. “I found one.” She held up a bottle of Sangria and a wineglass. “I
always keep a couple of these in the fridge for those days when they really
come in handy. Enjoy.”


“I’ll try.” Brenda managed a
wobbly smile.


“Don’t worry. Phillip would move
heaven and earth to keep you safe. He really is smitten with you.”


Brenda laughed despite herself.
“‘Smitten’?”


Penny shrugged. “I’m an old-fashioned
girl, what can I say? Why don’t you take tomorrow off? I can handle the kids,
and you could probably do with a good night’s sleep.”


“Thanks,” Brenda murmured
sincerely.


“Oh, by the way—one mystery
solved,” Penny said with a smile. “I asked the boys, and Benny admitted he
wrote a message in soap on the mirror for his brother to find. It wouldn’t show
up unless the mirror was foggy.


“They knew they weren’t supposed
to be playing in here, so he didn’t mention it when I first asked him. Today,
he got to feeling guilty and confessed. I made him clean it up this afternoon.”


Brenda felt a weight lift from
her heart. One thing I don’t have to worry about anymore.


“Thanks for letting me know.”


Penny left the room, and Brenda
stepped to the door and locked it behind her, slipping the chain across as
well. As soon as she was sure the door was secure, she started the water
running in the tub, sprinkling in a healthy dose of bath salts.


She opened the bottle of Sangria
and poured a glass, downing half of it without even taking a breath. She still
had a few doses to go on her pain medication, but she frankly didn’t give a
damn. Maybe she’d finally get a good night’s sleep.


Topping off the glass, she took
it to the tub. Setting it down on the rim, she stripped out of the dress and
her underthings and scrubbed off her makeup at the sink.


Then she lowered herself into the
warm water and let her head fall back against the edge of the tub. Who is
the skellyman, and how in the hell did he find out where I’m staying? Why on earth
is he stalking me? This is absolutely crazy!


The water soothed away her aches,
the bath salts sending up comforting waves of scent. But her mind still
whirled…spinning and discarding scenarios that could explain the hell her life
had descended into.
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The skellyman was careful not to
leave his room again until well after Wanda would have left for the day. He
couldn’t risk her commenting about his wall to anyone else. And she was less
likely to remember it without his face to reinforce her memory.


As soon as Drew’s shift began,
however, the skellyman slipped out of the room, locking the door behind him. He
hurried down to the lobby and leaned over the counter where the night manager
sat peering at a girlie magazine with near-sighted fascination.


“Can I help you?” asked Drew, the
exasperation evident in his voice.


“Maybe I can help you…I was going
out, and I thought I might stop over at the newsstand—you know the one I mean.”
He winked lewdly. “Can I bring you something?”


The kid’s eyes lit up. He glanced
down at the magazine on the counter. It was obviously several months old,
tattered and torn.


“Uh…well…”


“I’ll make it a surprise. Say, I
forgot to give your mom the rent earlier. While I was out, I thought I would
stop by and deliver it. What’s your address again?”


Suspicion flickered through
Drew’s muddy eyes.


“I thought she said everyone was
paid up for the week.” He reached toward the phone. “I’ll call and ask her—”


The skellyman caught his arm. Maybe
Drugged-Out Drew wasn’t as clueless as he looked.


“No, really—you don’t have to do
that. Okay, look man—I’ll be honest with you. I came into a little cash, and I
wanted to pay a few weeks in advance. But I didn’t want to do it around here,
because then she’d have to carry all that dough home with her.”


He reached into his pocket and
pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. “Here’s a little something for your
trouble…just give me the address, and it’s all yours.”


Drew peered hungrily at the bill.
It would buy at least one good party for an enterprising individual.


With a sigh, the skellyman pulled
a second fifty out of his pocket and placed it on the counter with the first.
He’d have to make sure this was worth his while on the other end…


“I’m not sure she’s gonna be home
this early. She plays bridge on Monday nights,” muttered Drew, not taking his
eyes off the cash.


“Well, you let me worry about
that,” soothed the skellyman, running his fingers along the bills. “I can just
leave an envelope under the door for her…if I know where to go.”


Drew snatched the money from the
counter.


“245 Falcon Street. There’s a
doggie door in the back. You can stick the envelope through there.”


“You’ve got a dog? Nice. I love
dogs.”


“Nah.” Drew took the bait like a
prize bass. “We used to, but it’s been dead for years. She’s just too cheap to
replace the door. Keeps talking about getting another dog someday, but she
won’t, not with the new pet laws.”


He laughed—a great guffaw of
sound. “Can you imagine Wanda picking up dog shit?” There was something cruel
in his eyes.


The skellyman felt a twinge of
comradeship for the young man. Maybe he shouldn’t kill Drew too… He sensed a
kindred spirit behind the drug-riddled façade.


No. Drew would be able to
testify I asked for the address—and gave him money for it. I can’t afford to
take such a risk. Oh, well, at least I can make it quick.


That much he could do.


Unlike what he planned for Wanda.
Wanda would be a masterpiece.


“I’d better get on over there,”
the skellyman told Drew. “I’ve got an appointment myself tonight. I’ll just
slip the envelope through the dog door like you suggested.”


“Okay, bro. Take it easy.”


Drew was once more absorbed in
his girlie magazine before the skellyman was out the door. And the conversation
had made the manager forget to ask for the key.


Yes, everything is going well, the skellyman thought as he loped through the streets.


Falcon was in an older part of
town—rundown, but not nearly as bad as the hotel. Here the shabby houses were
once grand estates—two story monstrosities with gingerbread detailing and
widow’s walks on the roofs. Paint peeling, windows boarded up, the grand ladies
of architecture were definitely showing their age. But they sat in the center
of huge over-grown lots, with plenty of cover for skulking about.


The address Drew had given him
proved to belong to a house in better condition than most of its neighbors. The
paint was grimy, but not peeling. The gingerbread was intact. There were even
stained-glass side lights to each side of the front door.


Not bad, the skellyman thought.


He wouldn’t have expected this
from the condition of the hotel. Maybe Wanda had inherited a family home. This
wasn’t bought with $50 weekly rents…not unless she had more properties than he
knew about.


Glancing down the empty street in
both directions, he started through the yard toward the rear of the house. The
houses to either side were dark. He should be undetected.


He found the dog door, just as
Drew had described it. Either he had lost more weight than even he realized, or
it’d been one huge dog. It was easy to slip through the opening into the
house.


He pulled a penlight out of his
pocket and shone it around the interior. He was in a large, neat kitchen. The
appliances were gleaming stainless steel. Figures she spared no expense in
what is probably her favorite room of the house.


He eased open the refrigerator
and studied the interior, thankful again that his fingers no longer bore print
pads. It made life so much simpler.


His mouth started to water just
looking at the well-stocked fridge. Carefully, he reached in and snagged a
chicken leg off a plate without touching anything else. No point in being
overly careless either.


He practically inhaled the
meat—it was the first he’d tasted in weeks. The bone went down the disposal
with a purr. Good quality appliances too…


The resultant silence seemed to
bear out Drew’s assertion that Wanda spent her Monday evenings at bridge.
Otherwise, she would’ve been on him like white on rice for messing with her
kitchen.


Confident now that he was alone
in the house, he fixed himself a heaping plate from the contents of the
refrigerator, gorging himself on food like a starving man handed his last meal.
Clean up consisted of rinsing the plate, toweling it off, and hiding it deep in
the stack of clean ones in the cabinet. Then he used the towel to wipe down any
other surface he might have touched.


He was taking no chances on
forensic evidence tripping him up. Frowning, he searched the cabinets with the
towel wrapped around his fingers. He grunted with satisfaction as he found a
pair of lemon-yellow dishwashing gloves under the sink. Tossing the towel in
the trashcan, he pulled on the gloves. That would make the rest of this less
brain-taxing. Now there is no way I can leave any prints.


Comfortably full for the first
time since he could remember, he began to explore the house. He found Drew’s
room on the ground floor, instantly determined as such by the reek of pot and
the piles of clothing scattered on every available surface.


A wad of small bills was thrown
on a dresser, and the skellyman pocketed it. It didn’t cover what he’d given
Drew, but it wasn’t anything to be sneezed at—and it would help foster the idea
this was a random break-in and robbery.


Heading up the stairs, he found
Wanda’s room at the top. It was a frilly fantasy any pre-adolescent girl would
have given her eyeteeth for. A large canopy bed dominated the space.


He pushed down on the top of the
pink comforter, and his hand sank six inches into the overly soft mattress. He
wondered how Wanda managed to get out of bed in the morning.


The furniture was French
Provincial in style—white and gold with lots of curlicues and arches. A baroque
style telephone sat on the nightstand beside the bed, and he cut the cord.


Just like the woman to have a
landline. What a throwback she is.


There was a tall standing dresser
and a low slung mirrored one. He rifled through their contents, finding lots of
frilly underclothing to match the room.


He grimaced in distaste. The
thought of Wanda wearing the garments disgusted him. But he was less disgusted
by the cash box he found hidden deep in one of the drawers.


It was locked, but he wasn’t
trying to hide the fact there’d been a robbery, so it was a matter of minutes
to force it open. Inside the box were neatly bundled stacks of cash. She must
make her bank trips on Tuesdays after the rent payments.


If she gets this much money
every week, no wonder she has a house like this, he
thought as he swiftly counted through the bills. There was almost five thousand
in cash.


He felt like he’d won the
lottery. This was more money than he’d had in…he wasn’t sure how long. It would
pay for his fixes for at least a month if he was careful.


And I’m still going to have
the pleasure of murder too? How much better can one night get?


He heard a key turning in a door
downstairs and grinned. Fun time.


Stashing the money in his
pockets, he left the empty cash box sitting in the center of the rumpled bed.
Then he took up a waiting position behind the open door. It won’t be long
now.











Chapter 49


 


 


 


Wanda strutted into the room. She
started to toss her purse on the bed, and then caught sight of the empty cash
box on the bed. “What the hell?”


As she stepped forward past the
doorway, the skellyman pushed the door closed behind her. “Hi, honey, I’m
home,” he purred.


She spun. “What the hell are you
doing in my house?” She darted toward the phone beside the bed.


“Too late, Wanda. I’ve already
taken care of that.”


She began to fumble in her purse,
eyes wide with terror. Her mouth worked, as if she were trying to scream—but no
sound came forth.


He lunged to grab the strap and
yank it away from her. He opened the door just wide enough to toss it into the
hallway outside the room. “This is a no-call zone, dearie.”


Wanda cowered beside the bed,
clutching at the bedpost as if it were a lifeline. “What do you want?” she
whispered.


He slipped his knife out of his
pocket and made a show of opening it. “It’s a bit warm in here…don’t you find
it a bit hot?”


He stepped closer, running the
knife down her chest. “Why don’t you get out of these things and make yourself
more comfortable?”


Her eyes were starting from her
head as she complied, whimpering deep in her throat.


When she was naked, he
forestalled potential screams with a sock stuffed into her mouth and a scarf
tied behind her head.


“Now…let’s see. Ah! That’ll do.”
He placed the chair from her vanity into the master bathtub.


“Get in the tub and sit down,” he
ordered, gesturing with the knife.


Tears rolled down her fat cheeks
as she tentatively stepped into the tub. She shook her head wildly, pleading
with her eyes. It set her rolls of fat jiggling in most unfortunate ways. She
looked like Miss Piggy on a bad day.


“Tut, tut, dearie…this won’t take
long.” He bound her to the vanity chair with the thick silken cord from her
draperies.


“My turn!” he crowed.


He reveled in her wide-eyed
horror, as he performed a bizarre burlesque strip-tease of his own, humming
“Let Me Entertain You” as he tossed off his clothes, and then folded them
neatly on the bed, far away from the danger of gore splashes.


His cock reacted to the
anticipation of what was to come, leading the way back into the bathroom like
one of those signposts with the pointing finger.


He heard her gasp and whimper
behind the gag—no doubt expecting him to use the hard cock to violate her
dainty, virginal self—well, not too virginal. After all, she had a kid.


Maybe she’s smarter than I
give her credit for. Maybe she’ll even put two and two together and realize I’m
the one who raped and murdered Candy…


He supposed she couldn’t be too
stupid. After all, she was a pretty shrewd businesswoman.


Probably thinks it’s her turn
for the same. Well, she’s half right.


He started skinning her alive, peeling
the outer layer from her one strip at a time with a straight-razor he had found
in Drew’s room. She made frantic whimpering noises, trying to scream behind the
gag. Her eyes stared at him in disbelief and horror, shimmering with tears of
pain that soon spilled down her fat cheeks.


The sight made him raise an
eyebrow, and drag the razor down those cheeks, where the salt of the tears made
the flaying even more painful. Her desperate blinking as she tried to stop
crying made him chuckle.


Soon however, the rolling eyes
began to annoy him, so he plucked them out with the tip of his knife and set
them on the edge of the tub before resuming his razor work.


The fascinating bit about the
whole thing was that she could have easily overpowered him—she was at least
twice his weight and strong for her age and sex—but the moment she felt the
prick of the knife, she was putty in his hands.


And he molded that putty from
Wanda, the hotel owner, into a quivering red blob of blood-soaked jelly,
slicing off bits here and there to sculpt its shape.


The blob stopped quivering far
too soon for his liking.


He lost interest in the
mutilation once she passed out. It was no fun after she stopped mewling behind
her gag. He toyed with the idea of bringing her around so he could keep
playing, but he was getting bored anyway, so he just slit her throat and ended
it.


With a sigh of discontent that
his playtime had been cut short, he turned his back on the thing in the chair,
and rinsed off in the shower stall across the room from the tub. Pretentious
bitch…separate bathtub and shower in the same room!


Shaking his head like a wet dog,
he pulled on his clothing, rinsed his knife, and put it away. The razor, he
merely folded and stuck in his pocket. He wanted her blood on that for later.
Once he’d cleaned up, he returned to his search of the house.


Aside from the cash he’d already
found in Wanda’s bedroom and on Drew’s dresser, he found a bit of silver in the
kitchen and a small cache of bearer bonds stuck inside a hollow book in the
living room. They weren’t worth much, but their portability was convenient.


He contemplated the electronics,
but they were too bulky to carry through the streets without a car. He did snag
an MP3 player from Drew’s room, however, sticking the ear-buds in his ears and
scanning through the contents.


Quite a collection of violent
lyrics on Drew’s playlists. Such a troubled young man…


As he made another pass through
the kitchen, he glanced out the big garden window toward the backyard. There
was a rosy tinge of dawn in the air. Funny…it hadn’t seemed like any time at
all had passed, but he must have played with Wanda for hours.


He wondered if Drew would wait
for Wanda to relieve him, or simply leave the hotel unattended when his shift
was over.


He debated what to do…then
decided to wait for Drew. He gambled that the clerk was unlikely to spend a
minute longer at his desk than he was paid to do. Drew didn’t strike him as the
type to work overtime—even if his mother were his boss.


The kid should be along soon, and
when he arrived, he would murder his mother…how tragic. There might be a bit of
a bother about time of death, but on the other hand, it wasn’t going to be the
first thing that came to mind when they found her either.


The skellyman helped himself to
another chicken leg—torture was hard work—and settled down in Drew’s room to
wait. He availed himself of the huge collection of girlie mags strewn about the
room, but nothing he saw gave him the thrill that inflicting pain caused, and
he was soon bored with them.


He threw aside the magazine he
had been flipping through and lay back on the rumpled bed, fingers laced behind
his head as he tried to remember the first time he had realized his affinity to
inflict pain.


It’d been decades ago…when he was
a mere boy of eight or nine. There’d been a stray kitten hanging around the
neighborhood.


His mother was dreadfully
allergic to pets, and he’d never had one of his own. This scrawny bundle of fur
had fascinated him. He spent weeks cultivating a friendship with it—feeding it
bits of table scraps spirited out of his mother’s kitchen. It began to trust
him, rubbing against his legs and purring whenever it saw him. The birdcage
ribs had begun to disappear beneath a sleek, well-fed coat. He’d called it
“Pete” —for no good reason he could think of.


One day he was sharing bits of a
fried chicken leg with Pete when the kitten accidentally nipped his finger. He
knew it was an accident, even then, but a blinding fury welled up inside him.
He kicked the animal halfway across the yard where it hit a tree with an
audible crack. As he looked down at the pain-wracked creature mewling and
trying to crawl, he realized his thing had stiffened—it was his first
remembered hard-on. Even now, it sent remembered shivers to his groin.


Animals had quickly lost their
thrill. He’d graduated to human pain…but was always careful not to get caught.
The thing in the bathtub upstairs might be his crowning glory to date—and he
wanted to share it with Drew…


He had almost given up entirely
on the operation when he heard a key in the back door. He snapped to attention,
a grin of anticipation on his scarred face.


“Mom?” called Drew’s voice. “Mom!
You sick, or what? I told you I had things to do today. Couldn’t wait around
for you. I left the ‘Be Back Soon’ sign on the desk to buy you some time, but…”


The skellyman glided to Drew’s
bedroom door, razor held ready. He heard the younger man cross to the stairs
and call up them. “Geez, Mom. What the fuck? You promised me to be on time. Are
you asleep, or what?”


Drew was still grumbling to himself
as he threw open his bedroom door. He stepped inside to discard his backpack,
and his eyes widened as he looked around the room.


“Who’s been in here?” he
whispered, then called desperately, “Mom, have you—?”


He started to turn, and caught
sight of the skellyman out of the corner of his eye. “What the—?”


The skellyman grinned at him and
caught his wrist in a viselike grip.


“Hello, Drew. Welcome home. We’re
going to play a game now.”


Drew pissed himself at the sight
of the bloody razor, the sharp tang of urine filling the air.


The skellyman clucked his teeth.


“What a mess. Who’ll clean that
up?”


One more anomaly in the case…but
he didn’t really care at this point. He was beginning to tire of the whole
affair. All he wanted to do now was get this over with and get home to bed.


He frog-marched the whimpering
Drew into his mother’s suite. For someone as slight as he was, the young man
was incredibly hard to maneuver. A nudge in the back with the razor, however,
hurried him along a mite faster.


“I have a little surprise for
you, Drew,” he murmured in the young man’s ear. “You remember how your mother
never let you do what you wanted to do when you wanted to do it? How she forced
you to take the night shift at the hotel so you wouldn’t be able to go party with
your friends? How she kept you so broke you couldn’t score any real action?
Always on your case for your drugs and your stroke magazines? Well, now’s your
chance to get even.” He kicked open the bathroom door, revealing the remains of
Wanda slumped in the tub.


Drew gagged, and the skellyman
slit his throat before the vomit could spew forth. “What self-respecting
murderer pukes at his own torture scene?” the skellyman muttered, letting
Drew’s body slide to the blood-spattered floor.


He fit the razor into Drew’s hand
and pressed the fingers tight to make sure there were good prints.


“What a tragic thing,” he
mourned, “for a son to murder his mother and then commit suicide in remorse.”
Okay, so maybe the medical examiner would see through his ruse without too much
trouble…but at least it would buy him a bit more time for his master plan.


Carefully, he slid Drew’s wallet
out of his pants, and plucked out the cash. Besides the hundred he’d given the
clerk earlier, there was another $150. Mother must not have been too
hard on her only child.


He ditched the wallet on Drew’s
dresser, using a pair of underpants from the massive pile of laundry on the
floor to wipe up the urine splotch. Not perfect, but good enough for now. He
wasn’t really worried about getting caught. If they hadn’t figured him out by
now, they weren’t going to over this.


He’d been careful—and Drew
provided an on-scene scapegoat—yeah, the throat slashing thing might give the
cops pause, but he’d observed the easy way out in an investigation proved the
road traveled a lot more often in real life than on TV.


Whistling tunelessly, the
skellyman crawled out the doggie door and strode out into the early morning
light. He pulled off the yellow gloves and stuffed them into his pocket.


His loose-limbed shamble ate up
the distance as he headed back to the hotel and bed. All in a night’s work…
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Brenda finished the bottle of
Sangria before the tub cooled off. If she’d had the commitment of joining Penny
at school the next day, she might have saved some for later, but since she was
off that hook, she didn’t worry about being responsible for once.


A nagging voice in the back of
her mind cautioned again against mixing wine and painkillers, but she forced
the dissenter down with a final glass. Getting flat out plastered doesn’t
seem too awful after the week I’ve had.


Less than a week, really. Less
than a week for life to be turned completely upside down, inside out, and
sideways.


What am I going to do about
Daisy?


Elise might think this death
obsession was normal for a child Daisy’s age under the circumstances, but it
didn’t make it easier to accept. She tried to remember if the girl had been so
interested in death before the accident, but she couldn’t really focus on anything
beyond the here and now. She didn’t think so, however.


She wasn’t comfortable with doing
nothing about the situation. Maybe if she just talked to Daisy about it—let the
child get it out of her system once and for all…


Brenda sighed, setting her empty
glass on the floor beside the drained bottle and pulling the plug on the
lukewarm water. As the bath gurgled down the drain, she pushed herself to her
feet and snagged one of the big, fluffy white towels Penny had laid handy.


She dried off as best she could,
the cast still making things awkward for her—she hoped to get used to it in
time. A wave of vertigo washed over her, and she stepped out of the tub before
she slipped on the slick porcelain. The last thing I need is another
accident.


She managed to pull on her
nightshirt despite a slight balance issue…then crawled under the quilt and
closed her eyes, wishing she had just a smidge more Sangria. But the thought of
sleep was good too.


Brenda sighed. It felt good to
just let go of everything for a little while. She felt herself begin to sink
down through the layers of consciousness, heading for dreamland.


 


There was a tug on her sleeve.


“Mom…mom…I need to talk to you.
It’s important!” Robbie’s voice was a mere whisper, but insistent.


“Let me sleep, Robbie,” she
mumbled, turning away from the voice.


“Mom! You have to listen to me.
Please!”


He was begging for her
attention—something unusual for her independent son. Hell, he’d learned to walk
when he was eight months old and never looked back.


“Mom, please—you have to
listen. I don’t have much time…”


“Can’t it wait till morning?” she
said fretfully. “I’m so tired.”


“I’ve got to tell you about the
skellyman—”


 


Brenda sat bolt upright in bed,
staring around her in a panic. Her heart was galloping like a racehorse, but
there was no one there.


She was alone. The voice had been
so real, though—so tangible. She had felt the tug on her sleeve.


Was it just a dream? What if
it wasn’t? What if Robbie really is trying to
contact her?


What did he mean about the
skellyman? How could he even know about the
skellyman?


Robbie had been dead almost a
year before Daisy first saw the stranger.


Shaking like a leaf, she lay back
down in the soft bed. It must have been a manifestation caused by the wine and
painkiller cocktail. Somehow, it’d caused the incredibly vivid dream. She must
have lain on her sleeve and tugged it herself in her sleep. Ghosts don’t
exist.


As much as she wanted to believe
her beloved son would come back and speak to her, Brenda was too much of a
pragmatist to believe in the supernatural. She covered her eyes with her good
arm and moaned.


I’ve got to keep it together! she told herself sternly. Daisy needs me.


She felt a tear slide down her
cheek, and swiped it away with her good hand. But it was so good to hear his
voice…


She bit her lip. Why does it
have to be so hard…?


Brenda finally drifted to sleep
again. Her dreams were chaotic.


 


The family was at a ball game.
Robbie was on the mound, pitching his heart out. Ethan had Daisy on his
shoulder, and she was clutching his ears and screaming with laughter. Ethan
grinned down at Brenda, and she smiled back at him, heart soaring.


Suddenly, the sky began to
darken, and a wind sprang up. The dirt baselines were stirred into the air, and
stinging grit flew into Brenda’s eyes. She knuckled it out, eyes watering.


Robbie still pitched, the ball
flying straight and true, directly over the plate—dead-center of the strike
zone every time. Brenda yelled encouragement.


Then the balls began to darken in
the rain, at first gray instead of white, and then darkening further, until
they were blobs of deep red. Brenda peered closer, and then realized with a
shudder of horror that the balls were no longer regulation baseballs, but pulpy
human hearts.And the batter hitting them toward the fences with sickening
thumps was the skellyman.
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Brenda screamed herself awake,
the sound shivering through the air like shattering glass. The dream had been
worse than any she’d had so far—the sight of Robbie calmly throwing the hearts
as if he did it every day. For some reason, that single image was more
devastating to her than anything else she’d seen yet.


She huddled in the center of the
bed, mindless with terror. And the screams wouldn’t stop. Her throat pulsed
with raw pain, but the screams went on.


There was a pounding on the door.
Brenda heard it—but she couldn’t move to answer it. She heard a fumbling key in
the lock, and the door was pushed open—to be caught up short by the chain she’d
latched before her bath.


“Brenda! Brenda, are you all
right?” Penny’s voice came from outside the door.


Brenda shook her head, even
though Penny couldn’t possibly see it. The screams were mere rasping shivers of
sound now, but they continued to rip her apart.


The door slammed against the wall
of the room, the chain broken and dangling. Penny rushed into the room and sat
on the edge of the bed, gathering Brenda into her arms and shushing her like a
child.


In the shadows of the hallway,
Brenda vaguely glimpsed Henry Castillo massaging his upper arm and watching
warily. She realized she must look more than a little crazy, but she couldn’t
stop the gasping rasps that were all her tortured voice had left.


“It was just a nightmare,
Brenda—just a dream. Everything’s fine. Shh…it’s all right,” Penny murmured
rocking Brenda like Brenda used to rock Daisy. “You’re all right.”


Brenda shuddered violently now,
sobbing soundlessly, her voice entirely gone. She closed her eyes, but the
thwacking sound of the skellyman’s bat and the vision of it slamming into the
red, misshapen hearts blossomed behind her lids, and they flew open.


“Can you tell me about it?” asked
Penny, her arm encircling Brenda’s shoulders.


Brenda opened her mouth to try,
but no sound came out. She shook her head wordlessly.


Penny nodded sympathetically.


“That’s okay then. Don’t worry
about it. I know it seemed real, and probably terrible—to make you scream
so—but it was all just a nightmare. It’ll all be okay. No one could’ve gotten
in here—remember, the windows’re locked, and painted shut besides. And you saw
we had to smash in the door to get to you. Don’t worry about that, by the
way—Henry’ll fix the chain for you before we go back to bed.”


Brenda was grateful for the
soothing words. Penny had the patience of a saint, and her soft voice made you
feel safe and protected. No wonder she’s so good with the children.


Gradually, the shudders began to
subside; her shattered nerves stopped jangling like fire bells.


“Sorry for all the trouble,” she
whispered, her voice scratched and broken.


“Don’t mention it, sweetie.
Things’ve been really rough for you lately, haven’t they? I’m so very sorry
you’re having to go through all this. Would you like me to call Phil?”


“What time is it?” Brenda rasped.


“A little after three.”


“Oh, my God! I’m so sorry.”
Brenda felt like crawling under the bed. “No, please, don’t bother
anyone else. I feel like a damned idiot as it is.”


Penny waved off her apologies.


“Is there anything I can do to
help you sleep?”


Brenda shook her head. “I think
I’ll be okay now.”


“All right then.” Penny stood up.
“I’m going to let you try and get back to sleep. Henry will fix the chain now.”


“It can wait until morning,”
Brenda murmured hoarsely. “You both need your sleep, and I’m not worried about
someone coming from inside the house.”


“If you’re sure…”


“I’m sure. It’ll be fine.”


Penny shooed her husband down the
hall and shut the door behind her. After the Castillos had gone, Brenda lay
back down in the bed, clutching the bright quilt to her chin.


Who is the skellyman? What was
Robbie trying to tell me?


He seemed to know something she
didn’t, and it had apparently terrified him, if the tone of his voice had been
any indication.
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Robbie bounced impatiently on the
end of his sister’s bed. “Wake up, Daisy—wake up!” he whispered urgently. “I
need to talk to you!”


The little puppy walked stiffly
toward him, growling deep in its throat. Bones let out a sharp bark.


“Hush, Bones!” mumbled Daisy
sleepily. “You aren’t supposeded to be in here. Papa will make you sleep in the
backyard…”


“Daisy!” Robbie called to get her
attention. “Don’t let him bark again.”


“Oh! You’re back.” The little
girl yawned and sat up, rubbing her eyes. “It’s still dark out, Robbie. I don’t
want to get up yet.”


“You can go back to sleep in a
minute, squirt. I need to talk to you.”


“What’s so inportent it’s gots to
be now in the dark? I was sleepin’.”


“I need you to tell Mom something
for me. It’s really important,” he emphasized the correct pronunciation,
both to correct her, and to drum home the urgency. “I tried to tell her, but
she wouldn’t listen to me. You have to tell her for me. It’s about the
skellyman—”


He could tell he had her full
attention now.


She clutched the puppy to her,
hand around his muzzle. The puppy whined.


“Oh! What about him? Do you knows
him? Can you tell me stuff about him?”


“Daisy, listen!”


“I am listening! Do you
know how many childrens he has in the boneyard? Does he like puppies? What does
he eat for dinner?”


“Daisy—”


“How come you won’t tell me nuthin’?”
Her face began to crumple.


He was losing her attention. He
couldn’t afford that. He had to get through to his mom, and if she couldn’t
hear him directly, Daisy was his only chance.


“He eats a lot of Ramen noodles
for dinner. He hates puppies—he hates everything. But the important thing—”


The bedroom door was flung open
behind him. “Daisy Melissa Barnett—what is that filthy dog doing on my good
sheets!”


His grandmother strode into the
room, hair in curlers, robe girded securely about her waist. She snatched the
puppy from Daisy.


“I was about to put Bones out—”
protested the girl.


“Why did you bring him inside the
first place? I told you he had to stay outside at night! Now go back to sleep,”
Grammy ordered.


“But Robbie is talking to me. He
needs to tell me something inportent.”


A flash of pain crossed his
grandmother’s face. “Don’t talk nonsense. Lie back down and go to sleep. Now.”


Robbie felt himself slipping back
to the void. Damn it! Why did she come in just at the wrong moment?


“Daisy, listen!” He put all his
remaining strength into his voice. “The skellyman is—”


But he was back in the black
before he could finish the sentence…











Chapter 53


 


 


 


When Brenda awoke next, the sun
was streaming through the windows, Mask was purring in her ear, and the house
had the feel of an empty dwelling.


“Guess I missed the ‘and B’ part
of today,” she croaked to the kitten, scratching her behind one ear. Her voice
was still broken and hoarse. She dressed in her casual uniform of t-shirt and
sweats and fed the kitten then ventured downstairs to the vacant kitchen hoping
she might find something to eat.


It felt wrong to pry through the
cabinets though, and she bit her lip thoughtfully. No, she’d go out or something
later.


Just as she was about the leave
the room, she spotted a note propped against the salt cellar on the kitchen
table. She stepped over to it and skimmed the piece of paper:


Brenda—


 


There is juice in the fridge,
and muffins in the bread basket. I left bacon and eggs in the microwave for
you—just nuke it for about 30 seconds. If you see anything else you want, feel
free to eat it. Remember—mi casa es su casa.


--Penny


 


Brenda peeked in the fridge,
feeling a bit guilty for it, and found the promised juice. It felt good to her
strained throat. She rummaged further and found the muffins.


Feeling like a pampered princess,
she hit the button on the microwave. Hopefully today will make up for
yesterday.
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The skellyman had treated himself
to a hearty breakfast on the way back to the hotel from Wanda’s home, splurging
so far as to eat a real steak and egg meal for the first time in what felt like
decades, even though his damaged teeth ached when he was finished. He could
almost feel his body expanding as he pushed back his empty plate at last.


He groaned. All the rich food was
playing havoc with his digestion. He needed some quality time with the toilet. I’ve
been starving myself more than I realized to keep my svelte figure.


He chuckled to himself at the
thought, pausing to examine his gaunt reflection in the mirrored wall as he
left the restaurant. You could see the bulge left by breakfast if you looked
close. He’d have to find some good, calorie-burning exercise to take care of
that. What to do, what to do?


He grinned at the reflection. Oh,
I bet I can think of something entertaining.


For now, he was bone-tired after
his night’s exertions. The thought of stretching out on his board-thin
mattress, with its paper sheet and threadbare blanket was heavenly to him as he
trudged the last half mile to the hotel.


He wasn’t so tired he didn’t scan
the area for police as he got closer to the door. The place had been crawling
with them yesterday, looking around Candy’s room. Between that and the need to
avoid Wanda, he’d been stuck in his room most of the day.


As far as Wanda’s tardiness—it
probably wouldn’t have been noticed yet. For now, the coast was clear.


He hurried into the building and
scuttled down the hallway to his room. Perhaps it was time to upgrade his
living conditions, he thought, as he fit his key into the door. After all, he’d
recently come into some money…a two-room walkup would look like a palace after
this shithole.


But I can’t do it immediately, he reasoned.


That would be like saying “Look
at me, I just robbed my landlady, come arrest me.” People who lived at Wanda’s
Five and Dump didn’t suddenly have the wherewithal to rent an apartment
somewhere else—not even a shitty one.


He opened the door and stepped
into the room. Ah, home sweet home, he grimaced to himself as he shut
and locked the door. Peeling off his clothes, he let them fall where they might
and flung himself onto the bed.


He was asleep almost before his
head touched the pillow. Those chumps who declaimed “No rest for the wicked”
had obviously never been bad in their lives.


He slept like the dead.


 


It was an insistent knocking on
the door that finally penetrated his slumber. Momentarily disoriented, he shook
his head to clear it.


“Who’s there?” he growled.


“Police, Mr. Brown. We’d like to
ask you a few questions.”


For an instant, his heart
stopped. They can’t know. I was careful. Extremely careful.


Then common sense kicked in.


They didn’t know. It was probably
a routine sweep of the building, questioning all the tenants about Candy,
looking for answers. They might not even have found Wanda and Drew yet.


“Just a sec,” he called. “Let me
throw on some clothes.”


He glanced at the cracked face of
the alarm clock as he grabbed clean clothes from the cardboard dresser, kicking
those he’d worn the night before under the bed.


It was relatively early. Not
terribly unusual to find a man still asleep.


Particularly if he’d been on a
binge the night before. He picked up the bottle of whiskey he kept for ‘medicinal
purposes,’ and swished some in his mouth like mouthwash. He swallowed it, and
then dribbled a bit more of the liquor down his dark shirt. Taking another
gulp, he replaced the bottle.


Snatching up a grimy
handkerchief, he tied it around his head like an old-fashioned toothache
remedy. He adjusted the cloth to partially obscure one eye, and jammed his
watch cap on top of it. With a glance at the shadowed mirror, he stumbled
loudly to the door.


Fumbling it open a few inches, he
leaned against the jamb, as if in need of its support. He was careful to make
sure no one could see into the room.


“Yeah?” He rubbed his jaw with
one hand, as if to relieve the pain of an imaginary toothache—and incidentally
masking the lower half of his face.


Phillip Sanchez stood in the
hallway with another cop, a look of distaste creeping over his face at the
sight of the skellyman and the bit of disordered room visible behind him.
Luckily, the Spic didn’t seem to equate Tom Brown with whatever description he
might have been given of the Bitch’s intruder. And two days stubble in bad
light further blurred the contours of the skellyman’s face…he might get away
with it.


Of course, I might not.


He felt a thrill flash through
him. This was more interesting than he’d expected. There was so much risk…what
an incredible rush!


What fun, he thought—they’ve sent me the Spic to play with. But that
made it even more vital they didn’t get a good look at the room.


He blinked up at the pair of
policemen. “What is it?” he mumbled around his hand.


“Mr. Brown,” Sanchez murmured,
“were you here on the premises last night?”


“Nah. Went out.” He put a slur
into his speech, swaying a bit on his feet. “I had an appointment with a lady
friend.”


“Can you give us her name for
verification purposes?” Sanchez had removed a small notebook from the pocket of
his uniform, and was jotting something down. He looked up at the skellyman
inquisitively.


The skellyman shook his head.
“Sorry. She stood me up. Was a blind date. Met her online at the library. Can’t
trust anyone these days.”


“I see. And what did you do after
she failed to make the appointment?”


“Lessee…” He pretended to ponder
the question. “Oh, yeah. I got drunk!”


He grinned up at the policemen.
“Was feeling a little sorry for myself. And I’ve been having a bit of a
toothache, as you can see. I self-medicated.” He hiccupped and blinked
owlishly.


Sanchez glanced over his shoulder
into the room behind him. “May we come in?”


A surge of panic flashed through
the skellyman. If the Spic comes into the room, he will see the pictures of
Brenda and Daisy. That won’t do. No, that won’t do at all.


“You got a warrant?” he asked
belligerently.


“Do we need one?”


Heart pounding with the sudden
in-rush of adrenaline, the skellyman nodded emphatically.


“You betcha do, mister. I know my
rights. Why you want to come in for anyway?”


“Just routine. We’re asking the
same of every tenant in the building.”


“Why?”


“You may’ve heard there was a
murder involving one of your fellow residents two days ago?”


The skellyman pretended to think
the matter over.


“Some whore down the hall, wan’t
it?”


Sanchez’s jaw tightened.


“The young lady lived two doors
down from you, yes.”


“Well, I didn’t see nothing, so
goodbye.”


The skellyman made as if to close
the door.


The other cop, who until now had
been letting Sanchez do all the talking, placed a hand on the jamb. “It would
be in your best interest to cooperate, Mr. Brown. If we come back with a
warrant, we won’t be so polite.”


What is this, good cop/bad
cop?


“Fine,” answered the skellyman.
“Neither will I. You get a warrant, and we’ll all be bastards together.” He
slammed the door, grinning to himself as the cop jerked his hand back just in
time.


He threw the bolt and whirled
away from the door. It wouldn’t take long to get a warrant, particularly if
they already knew about Wanda and Drew too. His behavior would definitely raise
suspicion, but he couldn’t help it. If either of them had seen the wall of
photos he would have ruined everything.


The skellyman yanked down the
photos in question, too rattled to care if he tore them. Corners were ripped,
photos were crinkled, but they were down in nothing flat. He glanced around the
room in a panic.


What can I do with the damn
things? Flush them down the john? Might work, but what if I clog the line?
Finding them in the drain will be even more suspicious.


Besides, he needed the
pictures. They helped keep him focused on the bigger picture…kept his eyes on
the prize…but he needed his freedom to complete that picture, so they couldn’t
be found.


He couldn’t just toss them away
however…


His careening gaze lit on a stack
of bills, and he got an idea. He grinned. Wonder if Sanchez is a Poe lover?


He quickly stuffed the photos
into a plain manila envelope—and added the bonds he’d taken from Wanda for good
measure. He scrawled fictitious addresses on the envelope and sealed it,
slipping it into the stack of bills and unopened junk mail.


Panic subsiding somewhat, he
searched the rest of the room for incriminating evidence. He slipped Drew’s MP3
player out the window into the shrubs outside, along with the clothes he had
worn last night—just in case. He downed the rest of the whiskey and tossed the
bottle at the trash can. It missed, but he let it remain on the floor, the
dregs puddling about the mouth. It added verisimilitude to his story.


The wad of cash, he stuffed under
his mattress. It was a logical place for a paranoid man to stash his money.
Satisfied the room would pass a casual inspection—and all but the most thorough
of searches—he lay back down on the bed and went back to sleep.


It was a habit learned early, the
ability to drop, tuck, and sleep anywhere at any time. It had gotten him
through many an unhappy hour as a child. And been his salvation through long
hours of study when he once thought he wanted to be a doctor—a goal discarded
when he found out he couldn’t play with his patients as much as he would like.


Medical school…it had been
fun—and useful in honing many of his techniques—but in the end, just not enough
for him. Who wanted to alleviate people’s suffering? Boring!


 


When the next knock came, he took
his time answering the door. He was both disappointed and relieved Sanchez
hadn’t returned with the warrant. He skimmed the document handed him then threw
wide the door with a low, mocking bow.


“It’s all yours,” he murmured to
the cops.


The search was cursory at best.


The skellyman was a bit let down
as he slumped at the desk, taking care to keep his face partially obscured. If
he had known how little attention they were going to give the business, he
would have let them in the first time—but no, there was still the matter of the
photos…now securely resting in plain sight…but not something the cops would
have taken lightly had they seen them on the wall.


“Okay, sir. Thank you and have a
nice day. Sorry to disturb you,” murmured one of the cops as he ushered his
partner out the door. They hadn’t been five minutes searching.


The skellyman almost wanted to
call them back and say “Look, morons! See the photo corner over there on the
floor? Wonder where the rest is, and why it was torn? What about the squares on
the wall there. Want to know what was there? Don’t you care what I took down?
See that blood spatter there on my shoe? Don’t you want to test it? What are
you guys, blind?”


But he didn’t.


That would ruin my fun too. I
can’t play doctor behind bars. Or, at least, not the same version.
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Brenda was just washing up her
breakfast dishes—it felt like the least she could do—when the doorbell rang.
She started to ignore it, and then hesitated. It might be important.


She wondered who would be calling
on a teacher in the middle of the day. It was probably a salesman of some kind.
Or perhaps it’s a potential guest. I can’t turn one away…


Maybe Penny had received a
package. Whoever it was, she should answer it.


Drying her hands on a dish towel,
she hurried through the house to the front door. There wasn’t any peephole in
the panel, and the sidelights were too opaque to make out more than a vague
figure.


“Who is it?” she called, not
knowing for sure how to tell if it were someone Penny would want to open it to
or not.


“Brenda? It’s me, Phillip.”


The sound of his voice sent a
thrill through her, and she quickly unlocked the door and let him in.


“Phillip! I didn’t expect to see
you today.”


“This isn’t exactly a social
call,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck self-consciously.


“What is it? Has something else
happened?” Her heart skipped a beat.


“Not really anything new—but I
needed to ask you a question.”


“Ask away,” she said with a
shrug, leading him into the living room. He had gotten her curiosity up now.


Phillip sank down onto the
comfortable couch like he wished he was anywhere else, but when he looked at
her—it was clear that wherever that might be, he wanted it to be with her.


“Does the name Tom Brown mean
anything to you?”


“Wasn’t that an old book or
something? Ethan told me about it once, I think.”


“I mean, have you ever met anyone
by that name? Perhaps just in passing?”


She frowned, thinking hard.


“No…not that I can recall. Is it
someone I should know?”


Phillip leaned forward on the
couch, hands clasped on his knees.


“I spoke to a man by that name
today. And he looked a lot like the sketch Christa drew. My partner thinks I’m
crazy, but I’m pretty sure. I wanted to take him down to the station, but Jerry
thought we should investigate a bit more first. See if you could think of any
connection, for one thing.”


She gasped. “You think he might
be the skellyman?”


“I don’t know for sure, but he
might be. He sure looked like it to me. He really is extremely thin—gaunt even.
He lives at a residence hotel about two miles from your house. Right now, he’s
a person of interest in a murder investigation—”


“Murder?” Brenda’s blood ran
cold. “My God…and this man may be the one who has been stalking my baby?” Her
voice was still raw and ragged, and she could hear it rising hysterically.


“We don’t know anything for sure,
sweetheart,” he said soothingly, reaching over and taking her hands in his.
“It’s probably just a false alarm. He lives down the hall from the victim,
that’s all. No one knows if he had anything to do with it at all, but when I
saw him open the door…”


“This murder…was it the hooker
they found dead in my house?”


Phillip’s hesitation told her all
she needed to know.


“So, this man is a possible
suspect in the murder involving my house, and he looks a lot like the sketch of
the maniac that appears to have been stalking my child. Am I right so far?”


“Brenda, it’s not that simple—”
Phillip began.


She held up a hand to stop him.


“I don’t want to hear about the
law, and ‘innocent until proven guilty’ and all that. I want to know what’ll be
done to protect my four-year-old daughter. Can you tell me that?” Her ruined
voice was shrill, but she couldn’t help it.


Phillip rose and closed the gap
between them. He took her in his arms, and she lost the last shred of control
she had on her emotions. She began to sob.


He soothed her as Penny had done
when she woke from the nightmare. But this wasn’t a dream. This time, the
danger was real, and the skellyman might have been given a name.


“Why didn’t I ask for police
protection?” she sobbed. “My baby, she’s so trusting. You know how she is…”


“Don’t worry. I’m confident Penny
will protect Daisy during school today. Why don’t you and I go and pick her up
when class is over?”


Brenda shook her head.


“Now. I want—I need—to see
my baby.”


“Sure, sure,” Phillip murmured.
“We can go right now if you want. I’ll radio the station on the way to let them
know where I’m going to be.”


Brenda jumped to her feet and
started for the front door. “My purse…”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“But my ID—”


“I’ll vouch for you if you need
it.”


With a nod, she jerked open the
front door then paused in confusion. She didn’t have a key—and leaving Penny’s
beautiful house unsecured wasn’t fair…


Phillip pulled out his key ring
and locked the door.


He shrugged. “It pays to be
family.”


“Then why did you knock?”


“Wasn’t sure you’d be home, and
if you were, I didn’t want to scare you by having some unknown person suddenly
letting themselves into the house. Now, get in the car,” he ordered. “I’ll take
you straight to the school.”


Brenda obeyed without further
hesitation. She slipped into the front passenger seat, fumbling with the
seatbelt clumsily.


Phillip slid into the driver’s
seat and clicked it closed for her.


“Hang on. We’ll be right there.”


The trip to the school seemed to
take forever. It was the longest five minutes of her life. Now that the
skellyman had a potential identity, it made him so much more real to her—she’d
still been half convinced he was all in their imagination…


When Phillip pulled into the
visitors’ parking lot, she managed to release the seatbelt before the car even
came to a full stop. She threw open the door, but Phillip stopped her with a
hand on her shoulder.


“Just a second, Brenda—don’t go
rushing into the classroom. You’ll scare everyone to death. Let’s just take it
slow. We’ll tell Penny what’s going on, quietly.”


Brenda scowled at him, but
realized he was right. Panicking the children would do no one any good. Taking
a deep breath, she fought down her terror with difficulty.


They got out of the car, and
Phillip slipped a supporting arm around her waist. They hurried into the school
building, but not at the break-neck speed Brenda would have allowed herself
alone.


Phillip opened the classroom door
and gestured to Penny, who was across the room, supervising the children as
they worked on an art project.


Brenda could see the teacher’s
puzzled frown, but with an exhortation to the children to continue their
classwork, Penny crossed the room to the door.


“What’s going on, Phil?” she
whispered anxiously. “Has something else happened?”


She glanced at Brenda. “Has there
been more trouble?”


Brenda murmured, “I’m sorry about
this, Penny. I just…I need to see Daisy.”


“Right now?” Penny’s voice took
on an edge of incredulity. “We’re in the middle of art class—”


Phillip bent close to his
sister’s ear. “We may have identified the skellyman.”


Penny’s eyes widened, and she
laid a hand on Brenda’s arm.


“Oh! Oh, honey—sure. In that
case…I fully understand. Let me get her for you.”


Brenda turned to Phillip as Penny
stepped inside. “Thank you,” she told him sincerely.


His hand brushed her cheek.


“It’s all in the job,” he said
softly.


“Policeman?”


He shook his head.


“Friend.”


Brenda smiled up at him
tentatively. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him he was becoming more
than that—but just then Penny brought Daisy out of the classroom.


“Look, Mama!” Daisy cried,
holding up a drawing of costumed figures—chief among them a golden-haired
princess with a skull for a face. “It’s my Hallyween costume!”


Then a frown bloomed on her
little face. “Why’re you here, Mama?”


Brenda knelt beside her.


“I-I thought maybe you and I
would go to lunch.”


Daisy’s lip poked out. “But it’s
a school day. We’re reading a story about skellymens this afternoon.”


The declaration did not make
Brenda less determined.


“Well, maybe Mrs. Castillo will
let me borrow the story so I can read it to you later.”


Daisy’s face brightened.


“Okay. If you promise. Can we
have hot dogs for lunch?”


Phillip placed a hand on Daisy’s
shoulder. “If that’s what you want, little bit. But are you sure you wouldn’t
like something different for a change?”


Daisy screwed up her little face
and thought hard.


“What about roamin’ noodles?” she
suggested.


“What was that, sweetie?” Brenda
asked fondly.


“Roamin’ noodles. Robbie says the
skellyman eats a lot of roamin’ noodles. I want to eat what the skellyman
eats.”


Brenda paled. After her dream of
Robbie, the casual reference to him as if he were still available to talk to
make her skin crawl. No matter what Elise Fairbanks said, this couldn’t be good
for Daisy.


“When did Robbie tell you this?”


“Last night. Bones woke me up,
and I sawed Robbie sitting on my bed. He said he’d tried to talk to you, but
you wouldn’t listen to him. Why wouldn’t you listen, Mama? He says he needs to
talk to you real bad.”


Brenda shook her head in
negation, frightened by her own child. The intensity of Daisy’s earnest little
voice made it all sound so plausible…but if she gave in and accepted it, she’d
go mad.


Phillip squatted beside Daisy.


“Sweetheart, you remember
Robbie’s dead, don’t you?” he asked softly, his glance cutting over to Brenda.


Daisy nodded emphatically.


“Uh, huh. Dead and in the
boneyard. That’s how come he knows all about the skellyman. He knows everything
now, ’cause he’s a ghost.”


The word had finally been said
aloud.
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It was definitely time to move.
Even though the police had been less than thorough about searching his place,
it had made an impression. He was bound to be a person of interest in Candy’s
murder. He knew his alibi was ridiculous. He was surprised they hadn’t dragged
him down to the station already.


It isn’t safe here anymore. I
won’t be able to complete my grand design if I’m locked up in jail somewhere.


It was time to go house-hunting.


The skellyman pulled the wad of
bills from under the mattress where he had stashed it. He counted through it
again swiftly. $5,324 in total—should be able to do something with that.


He stuffed the cash deep in the
pocket of his pants and pulled on his jacket. He needed a new headquarters
before nightfall, so he’d better get a move on.


On his way past his desk, he
picked up the envelope of pictures and stuck it inside his jacket. The first
thing he would do in his new apartment would be to re-hang the wall of photos.
There wasn’t anything else in the room that he needed. He’d replace the
clothing with a trip to a thrift store, and nothing else was worth carting
around.


The day was crisp and cool, with
a definite hint of winter in the wind. He raised his head and sniffed at the
wind like a hunting dog. Not long now. Soon it will be time.


He thought for a moment. He knew
where the Angel went to school, and where the Castillo Bed and Breakfast
was…perhaps something between the two, where he would be able to veer either
way as chance dictated.


The thought appealed to him. He
knew the Bitch was staying at that Castillo woman’s house—he was surprised it
wasn’t at the Parents’, but only the Angel was staying there. Probably didn’t
want to deal with that harridan’s rules…


He wished her hiding place was a
little closer to the school…it would make things easier in the end. But there
was time yet.


Strolling through the mid-morning
streets felt odd. He’d been a night owl lately, mostly sleeping by day and
causing mischief by dark.


The skellyman liked the dark—the
shadows so handy for hiding in; the quiet of midnight. By daylight, things were
so bright and banal. But at least you could see where you were going.


He thought about doing it the
easy way—buying a newspaper and searching the rooms to let ads—but that
wouldn’t be any fun. So instead, he wandered through the neighborhoods in his
preferred part of town, looking for a sign in a window, a cluster of
reasonably-priced apartments, something would catch his eye.


The skellyman began to whistle
tunelessly as he strode along. It was a habit he’d had all his life. He’d never
been able to carry a tune—much as he’d always wished to.


Yeah, at one time he’d dreamed of
being a rock star, just like he’d once dreamed of being a pro tennis player,
and then a fireman. But my gifts lay elsewhere.


Sometimes, he wished he’d stuck
it out in medical school. It had been fun—especially cutting up the
cadavers…though they didn’t scream like the live ones did. Maybe he had more
fun now, after all.


The skellyman turned down another
side street. This neighborhood was a bit scruffier than the ones he’d been
looking at so far, but—on the other hand, it was a huge step up from Wanda’s
Flop Shop. There was a rundown apartment complex at the end of the street, and
it had a “Vacancy” sign in the grimy office window.


He opened the front door of the
office, and a bell jingled overhead.


“Yeah?” called a voice from the
back room.


“I’d like to talk to you about an
apartment,” the skellyman answered.


“Be right there.”


He spent his time waiting by
looking around the office. It was cluttered, but neat. There was a bulletin
board on one wall with note cards offering furniture and appliances for sale or
asking for rides for the upcoming holidays. This could prove very interesting…


“So, you thinking about joining
us?” Head cocked to one side, the manager stood in the doorway to the back
room, leaning on the jamb, arms folded across chest.


The person before him had skin
the color of mahogany, and tight black curls cropped close to the skull.
Androgynous in appearance, the skellyman couldn’t tell if it was a man or a
woman. He found this extremely intriguing. Here is someone it might be worth
dissecting…


But he put the thought aside,
holding out his hand.


“Tom Brown.” It wasn’t until
after the name had left his mouth that he realized he should have come up with
a new alias for his new home. Ah well, too late.


“Terry Bishop,” replied the
manager, taking his hand in a firm grip. The name and handclasp still shed no
light on Terry’s sex. “I’ve got two units currently—one front first, and one
rear second. What’s your preference?”


“What’s your price?” he asked
smoothly, the ghost of a grin crossing his face. He liked Terry. He might let
it live for a while.


“Sorry. Still getting used to
this gig. Never expected to be running no apartment complex. This wasn’t what I
trained for. Munitions is more my style.” Terry grinned back, teeth white in
the brown face.


“You were in the service?”


“Just got back.” Terry stepped
behind the desk. “The units run the same per month, so whichever you want is
cool with me. Rent’s $600 a month. One bedroom, but a nice size living area.
Kitchen, full bath. Cable and gas included, but you’ll need your own electric
and phone. Other tenants say electric runs about fifty or so a month, and
phone…well, you don’t have to have one of those if you don’t wanna.”


The skellyman hesitated. The
thought of dealing with the electric company might be a deal breaker. He wanted
as little contact with authority as possible…


Terry glanced both ways, as if
expecting someone to pop out of the woodwork. “Listen,” the manager said,
leaning forward conspiratorially. “Them apartments are currently still on the
complex’s electric bill. You want to pay me an extra fifty a month—I’ll keep it
that way. I like the look of you. Dunno why.”


Ah, a kindred spirit. The skellyman grinned.


Terry leaned back in the chair,
arms crossed again. “We got a deal?”


The skellyman chuckled.


“Sure, why not?” He laid $750 on
the desk. “One month’s rent, one month’s electric—and a little something for
you if that’s all I need to lay down.”


Terry winked.


“You got it, boss. Now, you
decide which unit you want?”


The skellyman weighed the
options. The first floor was preferable for ease of access, but a unit in the
rear of the building had its own charms.


“I’ll take the rear.”


“All yours.” Terry reached into
the drawer of the desk and tossed him a key. “It’s #215. Need help moving stuff
in?”


“Not right now. I was just
looking at the moment. But this deal’s too good to pass up. I’ll bring things
along later.”


“Well, if you want to go up and
give it a look, feel free. It’s all yours now. There’re still a few pieces of
furniture and some house-wares left from the previous tenant. I didn’t have
anything else to do with them, so consider them yours.”


The skellyman nodded.


“Thanks. I’ll check it out.”


“I’m in #106 if you need any help
later.” Terry pocketed the extra hundred and began to make notes in a ledger.


The skellyman felt a surge of
anger at being dismissed, but forced his temper down. Sure, it was better than
Wanda’s incessant chatter and condescension, but it still rankled.


It wouldn’t do to destroy this
newfound relationship so soon. However, if Terry continued to be disrespectful
toward him, he might have to change his mind.


He left the office and followed
the cracked sidewalk to the rear of the building. The rickety staircase was
painted in rust, not pigment. It ended directly outside unit #215. That
might come in handy.


He tried the key in the door. It
was difficult to turn, but he managed it with a little jiggling in the lock.


The apartment was filled with
stale air and dust motes. A puke-green sofa sat askew in the large living room.
There was a lopsided coffee table in front of it. It wasn’t much, but it was
better than the shit furniture in his current room. And there’s a bedroom besides?
Heaven!


The kitchen was on the other side
of a half wall fronted by a bar. There was a refrigerator, a full stove and a
small pantry. The cabinets contained two or three place settings of chipped
dishes. In the drawer beside the sink he found several sharp knives. A plus
indeed.


He opened the three doors leading
off the living area. One led to a closet with a moth-eaten jacket hanging on a
dry-cleaning hanger. One led to a bathroom tiled in baby blue with rose pink
trim. He made a face—not the color scheme he would have chosen, but it would
do.


The third door opened on a
bedroom with a single bed and an empty particle board dresser. There was a
large window overlooking the rear of the complex, and a tree grew close enough
to touch from the casement. Its branches were thick and sturdy.


It looked like it could hold his
weight if necessary. He nodded to himself. That might also come in very
handy.


Yes, this place would do quite
nicely. It was a palace compared to his room at Wanda’s place. He’d told Terry
he’d be bringing in more stuff, but looking around the place just cemented his
decision not to return for his remaining things.


This was a much better base of
operations than the hotel had ever been. The roach motel had been sub-divided
into rooms with sheets of half inch plywood. These walls had to be better than
that.


Maybe he’d splurge for a
television. That would help mask the noise of his playtime.


Screams can be so annoying.
But the screams are half the fun. Without them, the game wouldn’t be nearly as
satisfying.
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It was so frustrating. He had
figured out what he needed to tell Mom now…but she just wouldn’t listen to him.
It was important she know who the skellyman was.


It would really freak her out. He
didn’t like thinking about it himself. It was a terrible burden to carry. And
trying to tell Daisy hadn’t worked at all. Why had Grammy come in just
then?


Robbie felt so old—and yet he
would be forever twelve. It was crazy. There was so much he knew now that he
was dead. Stuff he would never have learned till years from now if he was
alive.


He knew where babies come
from…yuck. He knew what happened when you died…boring. He knew love was the one
force that never died—and it had brought him back here to try and warn Mom and
Daisy.


He drifted through the streets,
quite used to it now. He wished he could still play ball, but other than that,
being bodiless wasn’t too bad. And if he concentrated, he could become visible
for a few minutes. If he concentrated really hard, he could touch
things.


So, he was saving up his energy
right now. Because tonight, he was going to talk to Mom…if it killed her.


No. Not really. No matter what
happened, he wouldn’t hurt Mom. Or Daisy. But the skellyman would.


The skellyman was crazy. Maybe he
had always been nuts. He hadn’t seemed like it…but he could be really good at
pretending.


Robbie remembered that day as if
it were yesterday—of course, to him, all days were yesterday, and today,
and tomorrow. But that day…it had been like any other, when it started.


He had to run to catch the bus.
He was always oversleeping. That day was no exception. He’d been in such a
rush, he’d left behind his hat and gloves. It was the last day of school before
Christmas break.


He’d been excited. Dad was
picking him up after school so he could go Christmas shopping. It was the first
time he was getting to pick out his own gifts for Mom and Daisy, and he had
saved fifty whole dollars all by himself.


He remembered seeing the
convertible drive up. It was so cool! He didn’t get to ride in the convertible
very often. It made him feel really grown up. It would be cold, but it would be
worth it! Top-down tripping…


He got into the car, throwing his
book bag in the back seat.


“Hi, Dad!”


“So, sport, where do you want to
go?”


He’d been thinking about it for
days. Fifty bucks had taken him six months to save, but it wasn’t a lot in the
real world. He figured if they went to the mall, he could look for something at
the toy store there for Daisy, and whatever was left he could spend on Mom.


“The mall.”


“If that’s what you want.” Ethan
pulled the car out of the school parking lot and they were off.


Halfway to the mall, it started
to snow. The roads got slicker and slicker. Dad stopped chatting, turned off
the radio, got all serious…but for some reason, he still didn’t put up the top.
Robbie found himself shivering uncontrollably, really wishing for his hat and
gloves.


The mood inside the car got
tense. Then…something happened.


He needed to remember what. It
was important. It would help him convince his mom of the truth, if he could
only remember…
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 “I don’t know what to do,
Elise,” Brenda said into the phone, pacing the room with agitated steps. “She
came right out and said she’s seen her brother’s ghost. Is that still normal?
Does this still fall into the category of ‘invisible playmate’? This has me really
worried.”


The therapist’s voice was calm
and placating.


“It’s perfectly natural for you
to feel this fear and confusion, Brenda. After all, Robbie’s dead, and having
Daisy obsessing about him like this can’t be easy to handle. On the other hand,
yes—it’s still perfectly normal for her to pretend his ghost is visiting her.
It’s a way for her to transition into the reality of completely letting go.”


“What if it’s starting to rub off
on me?”


“What do you mean?”


Brenda ran a hand back through
her hair—it was beginning to look like a hayfield after a windstorm.


“I-I had a dream last night. I
could’ve sworn I felt Robbie tugging on my sleeve. He was trying to tell me
something. It was as if he was really standing there beside my bed.”


“But you recognize it was a
dream. That’s the difference between you and Daisy. You’re an adult, and you
can process the truth on a higher level than she can.”


Once, the words would have calmed
Brenda down, made her feel rational and adult. Now, they irritated her.


“You don’t understand, Elise!
Daisy said her brother told her he was trying to tell me something. I certainly
hadn’t told her about my dream. How could she have known that?”


“I wouldn’t worry about that,
Brenda. Maybe she wanted to connect you to her fantasy, like…playing house
together.”


Maybe Elise isn’t the right
person to consult this time. I need help all right, but I don’t think she’s
grasping the situation.


“Okay. Okay, you’re probably
right. Sorry to bother you. See you next week.”


As she hit the disconnect button,
she could hear Elise’s, “Brenda, wai—” but ignored it. She dialed Phillip’s
cell phone number—glad she had remembered to program it into the phone after
not having it last time she needed it.


“Sanchez.”


Even the sound of his name made
her feel safer. If anyone can help me figure out what is happening in my crazy,
mixed-up world, it’s Phillip.


“Hi, it’s Brenda. I need to talk
to you,” she blurted into the phone.


“Sure, hun. What’s the matter?”


“It’s just…everything. I want to
talk some more about what Daisy said at the school. Are you on duty?”


“Not right now. I have the late
shift tonight.”


“Can you come over to the
B&B? I think it’d be easier to discuss this face-to-face.”


“Be right there.” He hung up
without even taking the extra time to say goodbye.


She felt as if a weight had been
lifted from her shoulders. I’ll tell Phillip this latest news, and he’ll
know what to do.


Passing a mirror, she grimaced at
her reflection. She really did look like a scarecrow. She’d been in such a
hurry to get to the school this morning that she hadn’t fully gotten herself
together. She hurried to her room to freshen up.


Wanting to finish before he
arrived, she tugged a brush through her hair and applied some blush and
lipstick. At least it gave her a little color. I’m as pale as a ghost myself
these days.


She heard a bang from downstairs
and frowned into the bathroom mirror. What the hell was that?


She listened hard, but heard
nothing else suspicious. She shrugged, turning back to the mirror. Just as she
finished fixing herself up, there was a knock on her bedroom door. Phillip made
good time.


She flung it open—to find a
nightmare.


The figure in the doorway was
both man and ghost…her brain couldn’t process it. It was the first time she had
gotten a good, close-up look at the skellyman in full light…that must be why
she hadn’t recognized it before, not even in Christa’s sketch.


“Ethan…?” she whispered.


He gave her a wide, skeletal
grin. “Hi, honey, I’m home.”
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Her reaction was even better than
he’d anticipated. She opened the door, took one good look at him, and tried to
slam the door against him.


The skellyman—once known as Ethan
Barnett in another life…though it hadn’t been his first name, and probably
wouldn’t be his last—straight-armed the door open to crash against the wall. It
smashed into her face along the arc, with a satisfying crunch.


She staggered back from the door,
blood pouring from her nose, and tried to run past him, but he grabbed her
broken arm and jerked her around to face him, driving his fist into her jaw.
Her eyes rolled up in her head, and she slumped to the floor.


He lifted the unconscious
woman…who was still his wife, he supposed…onto his shoulder. She’s put on
weight in the last year…


Luckily, no one else was home
when he arrived. He really didn’t want to dilute the pleasure he was going to
get from toying with the Bitch by having to deal with any ‘innocent’ bystanders
today.


Staggering slightly under
Brenda’s weight, he slipped out of the house through the broken front door.
He’d decided to move up his timeline a few hours, and begin his playtime early
today.


It was hard to move undetected
through the late afternoon streets with a body over his shoulder, but luckily
it was beginning to grow dark earlier and earlier, and it was still the magic
hour between work letting out and people arriving home. Plus, he had chosen
well—the apartments were only a few blocks from the B&B.


As he was slipping into the grove
of trees behind the B&B, he saw a car rounding the corner. It was pulling
up to the house.


Perfect timing, he thought to himself with a grin, as Phillip Sanchez stepped out
of the car and rushed up to the gaping front door. Yes, Fate is smiling down
on me tonight.


Brenda moaned, and he hurried on
his way. Now would not be the time to be caught. It would spoil everything,
and he had such lovely plans for the Bitch.
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No, no, no! This couldn’t be
happening. He had to do something fast. Dammit!


Robbie jumped guiltily even
thinking the word, though no one could possibly have heard him—being dead had
to have some privileges…


He had to think. What can I do
about this?


Daisy! She was the connection.
She was the only one who really believed in him. She would help him think of
something. Yeah, she’s just a kid—but she’s the best chance I’ve got.


Robbie flew through the streets
to his grandparents’ house. It was still exhilarating to be able to fly.
Sometimes it almost made things worth it. But he was tired of being in limbo
like this. If he couldn’t be a part of things, why couldn’t he just be…nothing?


The familiar outline of George
and Mary’s house appeared out of the twilight. Slipping through the bricks of
the wall, he swiftly searched the house. Daisy was in the living room watching
TV.


“Daisy! Daisy, I need to talk to
you!” he whispered urgently.


“I don’t want to talk to you no
more.” She kept her attention firmly on the television.


“Why not?” He was startled.


She hadn’t had any problem with
him before.


“Mom said you aren’t real. She
says you’re imaginatious and I shouldn’t talk to you no more.”


“C’mon, Daisy—I need you.”


“What’s the matter?”


“Mom’s in trouble. The skellyman
took her. We have to get help.”


“What kind of help?” Daisy turned
to face him at last.


“I-I don’t know. We can’t do it
alone. Should we try to talk to Grandpa?”


Daisy wrinkled her nose
dismissively.


“Papa’s too old. The police-man
might help.”


“Who?”


“Mama’s police-man friend.
Teacher’s brother. But his name is different…”


“What’s his name? C’mon, Daisy.
You’ve got to remember.”


“Like the beach…Sandcheese?” she
puzzled, head cocked to one side.


Robbie grinned, despite the
urgency of the situation. How he loved his baby sister.


“You mean, Sanchez?” he guessed.


“Yeah! That’s it. What’re we
going to do, Robbie?”


“Find Officer Sanchez—and then
you’ll have to help him see me.”


“How do I do that?”


He made a face. “I haven’t a
clue. We’ll think of something.”


“How do we find him?”


“I guess we call the police
station and ask for him.”


“Okay.” Daisy bounded to her feet
eagerly.


He raised a finger to his lips.
“But we have to do it quiet, okay?”


She nodded, eyes wide.


“Phone’s in the kitchen still,
right?”


“Uh-huh.”


They tiptoed through the
house—well, Daisy tiptoed, Robbie floated behind her, trying to conserve his
energy for the battle to come. This was going to take everything he had.


They made the kitchen without
incident. Robbie wondered briefly where his grandparents were…should he try to
communicate with them? If he did, he might not have enough reserve to convince
the policeman. No, better not try.


Daisy stood on tiptoe under the
phone, but she still couldn’t reach it.


“Get the stool,” he whispered.


She obeyed without question,
moving the stepstool her grandfather had made for her to a spot under the
phone. She still had trouble reaching the phone, but her fingers managed to
push the 9-1-1 buttons by standing on her tiptoes.


“Hello?” she whispered
breathlessly when the operator answered. “Is Officer Sandcheese there?”


“Sanchez?” asked the puzzled
operator. “Listen, little girl, this line is for emergencies. Do you have an
emergency?”


“Uh-huh. A big one. My mama’s in
trouble. It’s the skellyman!”


“Listen, sweetie, why don’t you
put your Mommy on the phone?”


“I can’t. The skellyman gotted
her.”


The operator’s voice went from
exasperated to professional instantly.


“I’ll send someone to your
location, alright dear?”


Daisy looked up at Robbie in
dismay. “No! He’s gotted her—she’s not here.”


“We’ll send someone to you so you
can tell them the details.”


“Geez…,” Robbie moaned, “we need
the cops to go to his house!”


“No! She’s not here,” Daisy
insisted. “The skellyman tooked her away from the house where she was visiting
my teacher. He tooked her to his house. He’s going to hurt her.”


Her face dissolved in tears.
“Please tell Officer Sandcheeze. Hurry!”


“Don’t cry, sweetie,” soothed the
9-1-1 operator. “I’ll get Officer Sanchez right over there to talk to you.”


Daisy hung up the phone. She
looked up at him, no trace of tears now.


“Did I do good, Robbie?”


He looked at her in astonishment.
She even fooled me.


“That was great, Daisy. Let’s go
outside and wait for the policeman. I sure hope he really comes.”


They snuck out of the house and
sat on the grass by the curb. Daisy was shivering, even in her sweater, but
there was nothing he could do about it. He was so nervous he was having trouble
even staying visible, much less corporeal.


A car sped around the corner and
screeched to a stop in front of them. Phillip Sanchez jumped out of the car and
came over to kneel beside Daisy.


“Sweetie, what’s going on? What
did you mean when you told the lady on the phone that the skellyman had your
mom? How could you know that?”


Daisy said solemnly, “Robbie told
me.”


Sanchez dropped his head,
obviously trying to hold on to his temper.


“Honey, Robbie’s dead. You know
that.”


“Uh-huh.” She nodded her head.
“But he’s also right there.” She pointed at him.


Robbie tried, but he couldn’t
quite bring himself together enough to be fully visible, much less corporeal.


“Daisy, help me!” He reached for
her hand.


She took his hand instantly, and
a surge of energy ran through him. He concentrated with all his might, and he
could feel himself solidifying.


There was a gasp from Sanchez,
who tried to pull Daisy away from him.


“No!” Robbie cried desperately,
clinging to Daisy as hard as he could. “Please, sir, you gotta listen.”


“Who are you?” Sanchez barked.


“This’s Robbie,” replied Daisy,
huddling against her brother. “He comed back.”


“Please, sir! Mom’s in trouble.
The skellyman—it’s my dad. And he’s gonna hurt her, I just know he is.”


Sanchez looked dazed. “Your dad?”


“Yes, sir. He faked the accident.
I’ve been trying to remember all of it. I-I can’t quite remember the end…but I
know he survived. He’s not the man she knew—he never was.”


“Say I believe you. Where is he
now? I checked with the hotel earlier for some follow-up questions, and he’s
gone.”


“He moved to a new place earlier
today. I can take you there. But we gotta hurry. Please!”


The policeman looked torn. He
obviously didn’t want to endanger the little girl.


Robbie knew he’d never be able to
keep himself together without her.


“I need her help, sir.”


After an agonizing moment of
indecision, the policeman nodded. “Get in the car, Daisy,” he ordered.


She started to obey, never
letting go of Robbie’s hand. He could feel her energy beginning to flag. He
couldn’t draw much more from her. She’s such a little girl.


“The address is 542 Willow
Way—number #215. I’ll meet you there.”


He let go of Daisy’s hand.


“Robbie!” she cried, reaching for
him.


“Don’t worry, Daisy—I love you.”
He blew her a kiss, and let himself dissolve.


As he faded, he heard the
policeman change his mind and tell Daisy to go back in the house. It should be
okay. They wouldn’t really need her…he hoped.


Traveling non-corporeally was a
whole lot faster than driving through the night-drenched streets. He arrived at
the apartment complex well before Sanchez could drive there.


He drifted up the stairs to the
front door of the apartment. There was the faintest glow of light seeping
around a makeshift curtain made from a blanket pinned up over the window. He
faded through the glass—glass was colder than brick or stone, but easier to
move through—and into the living room of the skellyman’s apartment. He could
sense they were here.


Please God, let the cop get
here in time!
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Ethan Barnett, sometimes known as
the skellyman, looked down at the unconscious woman on his bed in satisfaction.
His scarred face stretched in a smile. This is going to be such fun. I’ve
been dreaming of this night for over a year.


At some point, he supposed he
really had loved her. She was bright, and funny, and not really all that bad in
bed, for a novice. She had listened to him talk with adoration shining from her
eyes like sunlight.


But it didn’t take long for her
to become tedious. He cocked his head, looking objectively at the woman who had
been his wife for more than thirteen years.


He thought things had probably
begun to sour when she got pregnant with the boy. His son, his heir…the one who
was supposed to carry on his legacy in the world…but it was apparent as soon as
the kid could walk he was absolutely nothing like his father.


Robbie was a natural
athlete—Ethan had been sidelined on the playground from day one. Robbie was a
natural charmer—Ethan had been considered strange and creepy by everyone who
knew him in his hometown. It wasn’t until he moved to college that he could
reinvent himself; he was better about hiding his true nature by then.


Yeah, he’d had great hopes for
the boy when he first held the newborn in his arms, but when he realized he
would never pass on his true legacy to the kid, Ethan had no more time for
Robbie.


Oh, he pretended. But he wrote
the boy off eventually, and decided to try again. And Daisy was the result. His
little princess, his Angel. Now, there is a girl after my own heart.


She had a fine sense of the
macabre. If he could separate her from the bad influences in her life, he could
mold her into something magnificently evil. With those beatific looks of hers,
no one would ever suspect her of anything vile.


So, he had thought about it for
months…and come up with a plan. A way to be rid of the goody-two-shoes Brat who
made him feel so goddamn inadequate all the time. And not have to pretend that
he still had any feeling whatsoever for Brenda.


It hadn’t been too hard. The
Christmas shopping trip was perfect. The streets were slick enough to make the
accident plausible, and it was sheer luck the homeless man stepped out into the
road at the precise instant he needed him. He hadn’t even tried to swerve.


Robbie was knocked unconscious in
the accident. Hell, for all he knew, the kid was dead on impact. As for
himself, Ethan smiled. A few cuts—yeah, they changed his looks somewhat, but
he’d never been particularly happy with his face.


He had thrown the homeless man
into the back seat and buckled himself back in—then came the touchy bit…driving
the car head-on into a stand of trees. He’d plowed into a tree with
bone-jarring force, but no real damage to himself. The tissue-paper convertible,
however…well, that was a different story.


Climbing out of the wreck, he
quickly stripped the homeless man and traded clothes with him. The weather was
keeping the streets empty, not a single car passed the wreckage even while he
was buck naked in the snow. Then he buckled the dead man into the driver’s seat
beside his unconscious—or dead—son.


A strong odor of gasoline seeped
out from under the wreckage, so he did what any responsible citizen would do…he
set the car on fire.


If there had been a decent
autopsy, perhaps—no, probably—his deception would have been discovered,
but no one pressed for an investigation with such an open-and-shut accident. It
wasn’t like TV. Not everybody got a full autopsy.


George Fullerton had identified
the bodies he expected to see, and that was that. No one had ever suspected for
a moment that Ethan was still alive.


Brenda started to stir, moaning
as she began to regain consciousness.


No more walking down memory
lane. It’s show-time!
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Robbie fairly vibrated apart with
panic. We’re out of time. The skellyman—Dad—is going to murder Mom, and he’s
going to do it now!


Where is the policeman? Why
isn’t he here? Geez, it wasn’t that far from
his grandparents.


Robbie stuck his head through the
bedroom door. His father was moving around the room now…but Mom still hadn’t
come to. He was going to have to take care of this one himself.


He flowed down to the ground,
looking for a weapon—any kind of weapon.


There was a lot of deadfall under
the trees, and he pulled himself together and tried and discarded several
lengths of wood, swinging them like Coach had taught him to do to pick a bat.
Finally, he found a stout chunk of branch not rotten through like most of the
downed limbs.


He carried his prize up the
stairs—where he was confronted with a dilemma. He could flow through walls, but
his stick couldn’t. Or, he could open the door if he concentrated hard enough,
but the noise might alert his dad.


Oh, well, couldn’t be helped. He
focused, and reached for the doorknob. It didn’t turn.


God, I’m an idiot!


Of course, Ethan had locked the
door. He wasn’t stupid.


Robbie leaned the branch against
the wall and let go of solidity. He slipped through the bricks, and then became
corporeal again. He was getting better at this every time he tried it. It was
almost easy now.


Too bad he wouldn’t need it much
longer.


He unlocked the door, senses
straining for any indication he’d been overheard by the crazy man in the
bedroom. The door eased open without a sound, much to his relief, and he
retrieved his tree branch. Stealing across the living room, he waited for his
chance.
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Brenda felt the world returning
slowly…then wished it hadn’t. She remembered everything—except why she was
unconscious on an unfamiliar bed.


The shock of seeing her
supposedly dead husband at her door had definitely been a blow, but she didn’t
think she’d fainted. So…what happened?


Her nose was throbbing, and her
jaw hurt like a sledgehammer had smacked it. The bastard must have hit me—at
least once.


She blinked her eyes open, and
there he was—the man of her nightmares. His face was scarred, blurring outlines
which had once been familiar, but it was so obviously Ethan.


How did I not know from the
moment I first saw him?


It made some sort of warped sense
that Daisy hadn’t recognized the father she barely remembered—but she’d been
married to Ethan for well over a decade.


“What do you want with me?” she
croaked.


“Oh, I just thought we could
spend an evening together, Brenda, dear. We have so much to catch up on. Don’t
you agree?” he answered smoothly, pulling a clasp-knife out of his pocket and
opening it.


She shuddered, recognizing the
weapon. She had given it to him for Christmas the first year they were married.


He examined the gleaming blade in
the light of a bare-bulbed lamp on the nightstand. “Great knife, Brenny. I
can’t thank you enough for it. I wouldn’t part with it for the world. You
should see some of the things we’ve done together. But wait…you never did have
a very strong stomach.”


She pushed herself up in the bed,
bracing herself against the wall. Her gaze darted around the room, searching
for something she could use to defend herself. “Don’t hurt me.”


“I’m afraid that’s one promise I
can’t keep.” He started toward her, twisting the knife absently from side to
side.


“Ethan…” There had to be something
of the man she had loved left behind that mask. “You can’t! I—what about Daisy?
She needs me.”


“Don’t worry about the baby, Brenda.
I’ll take good care of her.”


The thought sent a charge of
white-hot fury surging through her. She could taste the bitter tang of
adrenaline slamming through her system. The idea of this monster being anywhere
near her daughter lent her a surge of strength.


She forgot all about her own
danger, lunging forward.


“Don’t you touch my child!” she
screamed, fingers curled into taloned claws. She connected with his cheek,
dragging bloody furrows down his gaunt face.


He growled, backhanding her in
return. The contact knocked her into the wall, making her head ring and
restarting the flow of blood from her nose.


“She’s more mine than yours,
Bitch. She’s got her father’s genes.” He leaped forward quick as a cat and
slapped her hard, the blow cracking like a rifle shot in the silent apartment.


“She’s only a baby!” Brenda
growled. “Leave her alone, I’m warning you!”


Ethan laughed, the sound like
broken glass grating. He stepped across the room and turned on a huge
television, blaring the dialogue of an action movie at full volume.


“Or what?” he shouted over the
noise. “You think you can stop me? Go ahead and try—no one will hear us playing
now.


“As for the Angel, I’ll have her
wrapped around my little finger before your body’s even cold. She’ll forget all
about you before I’m done with her. A lot of potential in that one, not like
that mama’s boy of yours.”


The fury was swallowed by pain.


“Robbie…?” she whispered.
“What—what do you mean about Robbie?”


Ethan shrugged.


“He was obviously never going to
amount to anything. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.
Opportunity presented itself, so I took advantage of the situation.”


Brenda sobbed, her heart
shattering into a million pieces. She wanted to be brave, but this was too
much!


Robbie didn’t have to die. He didn’t
have to die. Oh, my God!


How had she not seen this side of
Ethan? How could this have happened?


Her world was collapsing into a
pile of ash…


There was a hint of movement
behind Ethan, and her eye was drawn to it. She stared, numb with shock.


Robbie stood behind his father, a
broken tree branch held like a baseball bat in his hands. His face was white
and set—and twisted with hatred.


“Robbie?” she whispered again,
filled with amazement.


“Yes, yes—I’ve already admitted
it. I killed the damn Brat. Can we move on now?” Ethan snarled. He took a step,
and his eyes rolled up in his head as Robbie brought the makeshift bat down
with a resounding crack.


“Mom! You’ve got to get out of
here. Hurry!” Robbie’s voice was weak and indistinct—like a radio station
fading with distance.


She could make out details of the
room behind him now—no, through him. He really was a ghost. And he was standing
in front of her.


She’d never believed in ghosts.
She’d never even liked horror movies, or stories around the campfire. I
can’t deal with all this madness…


“Mom—there’s no time. I couldn’t
hit him that hard. Get out of the house. Now!”


Robbie faded out of existence.


The underlying message finally
broke through, and she scrambled off the bed, heading for the front door. She
edged around the body on the floor, pleased to see a bloody gash on the back of
Ethan’s head. It served him right.


Turning to run for the exit, she
got two steps, and then her feet were jerked out from under her as an iron hand
clamped around her ankle and pulled. She fell headlong with a cry of surprise.
Rolling over instinctively, she kicked up with her free foot, connecting with
Ethan’s chin and knocking him back.


He snarled again, a wordless
animalistic growl, slashing at her with the open clasp knife.


She thrust her left arm up to
deflect the blade, and it struck the cast covering her forearm. Plaster dust
puffed from the point of impact. Scuttling crablike away from the madman, she
glanced behind her to see where the door was in relation to her present
position.


Ethan rose to a crouch, lunging
forward and driving the knife into her thigh then worrying it back out.


Brenda screamed. The pain was
agonizing.


A clatter of running footsteps
pounded up the stairs outside the apartment.


“Help me!” she shouted. “Help me,
please!”


The door burst open and Phillip
was in the opening, his gun drawn.


“Freeze! Police!” he ordered.


Ethan barked with laughter,
grinning through bloody teeth. He scrambled to his feet, lurching toward the
newcomer.


“Look who came to our party! If
it isn’t the helpful policeman. Or is it white knight—no, not white, are
we?” The knife flashed from his hand.


Phillip’s gun went off, the
report cracking in the still night. Ethan was thrown backward by the impact, a
flower of blood blossoming on his chest.


Brenda struggled to get up.
Turning to the doorway, she gasped.


Phillip was slumped against the
doorframe, Ethan’s knife protruding from his side.


She limped over to him. Her leg
hurt like hell, but probably not as bad as that blade in Phillip’s side.


“Phillip! We’ve got to get you to
the hospital.”


“That would be good,” he agreed
breathlessly—and passed out.
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The air was filled with shrieks
of laughter and running feet. Children in brightly-colored costumes flitted
from house to house caroling “Trick-or-Treat” at the top of their lungs.
Jack-o-lanterns flickered on doorsteps. The air was crisp, and filled with
wood-smoke from a myriad of chimneys. It was a perfect Halloween evening.


Brenda, limping slightly,
strolled arm-in-arm with Phillip down the sidewalk bordering her street…well,
her former street. She would never call it home again.


The house was already on the
market—or would be as soon as it was cleared from crime scene status by the
police and cleaned by a professional service. She even planned to hire someone
else to pack it up. She was still resolved never to step foot inside it again.
Too many memories, all of which were better laid to rest in the past where they
belonged.


She glanced up at Phillip from
under her lashes. She was tired of the past. She was finally ready to step into
the future, and she couldn’t wait to see where it might lead.


Daisy ran up to them
breathlessly, her face painted up in best fairy-tale princess style, to go with
the glittering gown she wore and the tiara sparkling against her bright hair.
There had been no more talk of a skelly-princess after the frantic call to
9-1-1.


“Look, Mama!” she said, laughing
with excitement, “I gotted a dollar from Mrs. Willis, and two lollipops over at
Toni’s house. And we had cupcakes and punch at school, and everybody took
candy.”


“Really?” Brenda bit her lip. No
one told me…


She’d been spending most of her
time at the hospital—Phillip had only been released that afternoon—but why
hadn’t Penny at least mentioned it to her…?


“Don’t worry. Grammy bought me a
big bag of candy corn, and Papa gave me apples for everybody,” Daisy said,
answering her unspoken question in that uncanny way she had. “And guess what?
Tommy brought gummi worms! They were wiggly and gross, but they tasteded deeelicious.”


She smacked her lips
theatrically, smearing her lipstick. “I love Hallyween!”


“Remember, sweetie—don’t eat
anything till we have a chance to look at it.”


“Uh-huh. ’Cause there might be
bad mens put something in the candy,” Daisy answered solemnly.


Phillip hunkered down beside the
little girl, wincing slightly as the stitches in his side protested.


“I think you’re the prettiest
princess I ever did see,” he told her, his face serious.


“Really?” She twirled before him.
“I want to be a princess for real when I’m all growed up.”


Phillip laughed up at Brenda.


“Well, I think you’re already one
very special princess.”


“Thank you,” she beamed. “Mama,
can we go to Papa and Grammy’s next?”


“Are you done with this street?”


“Uh-huh. And Grammy promised to
make popcorn balls!”


“Well, we can’t pass up a thing
like that, now can we?” Brenda held out her hand, and Daisy took it trustingly.


“Mama…” said the child, looking
up at her mother with a frown. “Robbie’s gone away for real now, isn’t he?”


“I think so, baby,” replied
Brenda wistfully.


She wished she had gotten more
than a glimpse of the ghost. It had been so wonderful to see her boy again…even
under the circumstances.


“And Daddy’s really in the boneyard
forever this time?”


Brenda shivered. She felt
Phillip’s arm go around her, and leaned into the support gratefully.


“Yes, Daisy. This time Daddy is
really gone too.”


Daisy looked down at the ground
and stepped casually on a cricket that was chirping on the sidewalk, grinding
it under the toe of her pretty princess pump.


“That’s too bad,” she said
matter-of-factly.
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