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      There’s nothing like staring death in the face to make you appreciate life.

      I’d faced death three times now: with the banshee, the vampire, and most lately a werewolf, and at the time of facing these monsters, the adrenaline had such an impact on my body I didn’t have the time or the inclination to reflect on anything. But now I was in a quiet place, and introspection came easily.

      I was driving back home from a road trip I’d finished with Kenna, possibly one of the last we’d take together as she was starting vet school at North Carolina State University in Raleigh. The university was a couple of states away from our home in New Orleans, and I’d wanted my daughter to study in her hometown, but the College of Veterinary Medicine was the best in the country. And as much as I loved my daughter and hated the idea of her being so far away from home, I recognized that it was time for her to be independent. Her world had been rocked—as mine had—by her father’s infidelity and impending fatherhood with my ex-best friend, and divorce proceedings were imminent. The last thing Kenna needed was to get stuck in the middle of our relationship woes, so I tried to put my feelings aside and focus only on her.

      The road trip to North Carolina was fun: the weather was balmy with clear, blue, cloudless skies, and we drove leisurely, stopping at three places along the way and spending a night at each, although Raleigh was only twelve hours drive from our home. What we didn’t do was look around the city that would become Kenna’s new home: I knew she was keen to settle in her accommodation at college and start finding her feet, so I didn’t try to muscle in there. I figured, hopefully, she’d invite me to stay for a weekend once she was more at home in her new digs, and that would be the time for us to sightsee her new city together.

      I drove for four hours after dropping my daughter off, then checked into a motel for the night. It was an unpretentious place right off the highway, with a double bed with a brown coverlet, and a bedside table with a Gideon Bible in the drawer, but I didn’t care how simple my accommodation was. I was washed out from the long drive and the emotion of leaving my girl, and I figured it was best to get a good night’s rest and drive another eight hours the next day, rather than drive halfway through the night and possibly have an accident.

      The next morning I grabbed a coffee and two slices of wholemeal toast with peanut butter on it at a roadside diner, and headed towards New Orleans, reflecting on the things life had thrown my way the past few months. I was becoming accustomed to the idea of life as a single woman, and also accepting of my calling as a monster hunter, but it was only now that I could appreciate the simple things around me.

      I loved nature, and this season the leaves were turning early on the trees: reds, oranges, and yellows then hitting the ground and becoming crispy and brown. Autumn was definitely on the approach: the air even smelt of the dying leaves and woodsmoke from early fires. It seemed appropriate that summer died as I was starting out my life alone. I’d gotten used to Jim being gone, but I dreaded arriving home to a house where my daughter no longer lived, but would hopefully visit during the holidays.

      It was just on five in the afternoon when I pulled into my driveway. I sat outside for a moment before taking the minivan into the garage, wanting to take in my house from an objective standpoint. It was just a house, and what made it special was not the prettiness of the exterior nor to the smartness of the interior fittings, and not even the upscale neighborhood with its other fine homes and nice neighbors. It was the fact that this was my home: the place where memories had been forged, love had grown, and milestones celebrated.

      Would this home remain special now that I lived here on my own? Or would the house mock me, reminding me of a past that I needed to move on from?

      I sighed, and putting the car back into gear, I used the remote to open the garage and parked inside. I got out of the car, and too exhausted to even grab my bag from the back, I went inside. All I wanted was a long, hot shower, something light to eat, and a lie down on the couch, most likely with the TV on. I needed to get used to being alone, and there was no time to start like the present.

      I had just made the hallway, where I took off my jacket and put it and my purse and keys onto the hall table, and was about to walk upstairs to the comfort of a shower when there was a knock on the door.

      Damn...I wasn’t expecting anyone, and a visitor was the last thing I wanted. It might be my closest friends, Jan, Tina or Anna—or all three—dropping by to see how things went with Kenna. We had the type of friendship where we all felt comfortable dropping in at each other’s houses, but for a second I had a mean thought. Maybe I could pretend I wasn’t home, because I was too drained physically and emotionally to even talk to anyone. Then I realized I couldn’t do that: there were high windows on the path side of my garage and anyone walking down that path to my front door would likely look in to see if my car was parked inside, a clear signal I was home. So I put a smile on my face, hoping they couldn’t see through my expression, which they probably could, being close friends, and I opened the front door.

      Even before he turned around, I knew it was Jim standing at the front door. I could tell from his stance, his clothes, and his thinning head of hair.

      Before he could turn, I dropped the smile from my face. No need to pretend for Jim that I was pleased to see him. He was the last person I wanted to see.

      When he turned around, the anguish on his face was evident. It traced the fine lines around his eyes, and the creases down the sides of his face running from his nose down to his chin, and the deep rivers across his forehead.

      “Jim, is everything alright?” I asked, which I thought was pretty generous of me. Maybe it was force of habit, given I used to care about him, but I did feel a little worried. Jim was, after all, still Kenna’s father, and if something was terribly wrong with him, I wanted to break the news to my daughter gently.

      Jim opened and closed his mouth, but words didn’t want to come. He turned his back on me, and gazed towards the street, and I wondered what it was he was staring at.

      Then I saw it: his car parked out front of the house. In the front passenger seat was someone I knew well.

      “You’ve brought Lola here?” I asked in disbelief. “You’ve got some nerve.”

      “I know,” Jim said in a humble voice, turning back to me. “God, Diana, we need your help.”

      “Help with what?” I snapped.

      “Lola’s in labor.”

      “What in the hell are you doing here then?” As Jim turned back to the car, where I could now see Lola was doubled over, a horrible thought struck me. No…surely my bastard of an ex-husband couldn’t be quite that twisted.

      “You want me to deliver her baby?” I was aiming for my voice to be cold and frosty, but instead there was a high, whiny note of panic in it. I clenched my hands, aware of the sweat on them. I’d never delivered a baby before, and if I had to do it, I didn’t want it to be Jim and Lola’s baby.

      Jim laughed, a nervous, high-pitched giggle. “Of course I don’t want you to deliver our baby. We’re on the way to the hospital.”

      “And you decided to drop in and ask me to do…what?” I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what else could be so important that they’d stop on the way to their baby’s birth.

      “It’s last minute⁠—”

      “What’s last minute?” I turned to go back inside, frustrated at the conversation, but Jim caught my arm.

      “There’s a PTA meeting at the school.” Jim visibly gulped a big breath as if to steel himself. “You need to stand in for Lola and take notes.”

      Fists clenched, I shot back at him, “I certainly won’t be going to any PTA meeting and taking notes for Lola. I’ve just got back from delivering our daughter to her new college in North Carolina. And thank you for asking, our road trip went well.”

      “That’s good,” Jim muttered.

      “Anyway, why ask me? The woman whose husband she stole?”

      “She didn’t want me to ask you, but she couldn’t exactly object with the state she’s in.” Jim turned back to the car, where Lola did contortionist movements in the front seat.

      “So I can see,” I said dryly, but at that moment Lola screamed with the agony of the impending birth, and despite myself, I felt a stab of sympathy for her. Even though it was so many years ago, the sound of Lola’s pain brought back sharp memories of delivering Kenna.

      “Diana, she needs someone to cover for her.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. Yes, maybe someone, but certainly not me.”

      “You’re the best person to do it,” Jim said. “You know the ropes, and Lola trusts you.”

      I couldn’t even think of a reply to that, so instead I parroted Jim’s words back to him.

      “Lola trusts me.”

      “Yes. That’s what I said.”

      “And I trusted her,” I shot back. “And look where that got me. Standing here on my front doorstep arguing with you about my best friend’s baby, which you conveniently fathered.”

      “Don’t be so petty, Diana. Lola needs help.”

      “Does she? That woman’s as tough as nails, so she should be able to tough it out. She should be able to make it through the meeting…they usually only go on for an hour or two, after all.”

      From the car came the increased sounds of Lola’s agony and if I hadn’t known better I would have thought there was a cow bellowing in the front seat.

      Actually, there was a cow bellowing in his front seat.

      “You’d better get going,” I told Jim. “Otherwise you’re going to have to deliver your baby outside your old house in your company car.” I forced out an ironic laugh, which sounded more like a snort. “The neighbors will like that. In fact, it might end up on YouTube.”

      Jim couldn’t mask his alarm. “I really don’t⁠—”

      “Jim, help me,” Lola screamed from the car, effectively cutting off what he was about to say.

      Jim’s expression changed. “Diana, please. I’ll do anything you ask. Just, please, do this for Lola.” Jim’s plea was so earnest, his face so scared, that it gave me a sense of power and control I sorely needed. I didn’t think about what I’d ask in return. I just trusted that when the time came Jim would do the right thing and honor his agreement.

      “Okay, Jim. I’ll do it,” I said reluctantly. “But I’m not doing it for you, and I’m definitely not doing it for Lola. I’m doing it for Kenna, because this will be her half-sibling.” I knew I was taking the higher moral ground, but my tone was begrudging nonetheless. There went my quiet evening in with a long, hot shower, a glass of wine, and a lie down in front of the television. “What time does the PTA meeting start?”

      Jim had the good grace to look uncomfortable at the same time relief crossed his features. He glanced at his Rolex in a showy fashion, a habit he’d cultivated over the years since he’d bought the expensive watch. “It started ten minutes ago.”

      Damn. Now I didn’t even have time for a fast shower, or a change of clothes. “I wish you had⁠—”

      But I was talking to thin air. Jim had already dashed back to his car, and within ten seconds he had taken off with a screech of tires, leaving me on the front step of the house, wondering why I was such a fool. If I’d known in advance this was going to happen, I would have conveniently not been home, or I would have had all sorts of wonderful replies rehearsed. The sad thing was, though, I wasn’t very good at thinking on my feet, and clearly I wasn’t bitchy enough.

      I turned and walked back inside, grabbed the jacket I’d just taken off, and shrugged back into it. Then I grabbed my purse and keys from the hall table. I glanced into the mirror above it and grimaced. I looked like a woman who’d just driven for the best part of two days and was crumpled and tired. Quickly, I opened my purse and extracted a lipstick and slicked on a coat of the rose-colored hue, one of my favorites as it enhanced my fair skin and dark hair. But today the effect was the opposite: the rose lipstick made my skin look sallow and unhealthy, but I didn’t have time to do a full makeup. I shoved the tube back into my purse, and strode into the garage. After climbing back into the minivan, I drove to school, annoyance prickling my skin the whole way.

      I wish I could say my anger was with Jim and Lola, but while it was, it was more with me. What was it about my personality that had compelled me, against my desires and better judgment, to agree to step into the PTA meeting and take notes for Lola? For heaven’s sake, how many people in my shoes would do this? I thought about what Jan, Anna, and Tina would do in the same situation, and while all were nice women, I knew not one of them would help Jim and Lola out. I also knew they’d think I was crazy for doing this, and would wonder if it was some crazy ploy to make myself look good in Jim’s eyes. They’d probably think I wanted the man back, when the reality was that nothing was further from the truth. I was almost close to hating Jim, and not in a way that suggested hate was the reverse of love. I despised Jim, found him unattractive, and wished I hadn’t spent so many years living as his wife.

      My life had started for the second time since Jim left me, and I liked the way my new existence was going, even though it had its challenges. I could do what I wanted, wear what I wanted, eat what I wanted, and go to bed when I wanted.

      So why the hell was I driving off to school, when what I really wanted was to be at home, having a long hot shower, before sitting on the couch watching TV with a glass of wine in one hand, and a tasty supper in the other?

      I was a pushover, that was why. Which is exactly why I was a single woman facing a divorce battle, while Lola had my husband. And worse, after the divorce was over, she might have my house as well.

      Ten minutes after leaving home, I pulled into the grounds of the school. I’d forgotten to ask Jim where the PTA meeting was being held, but I assumed it was in the library, the usual venue. There was a convenient car park just outside the building, reserved for library and teaching staff, but I knew I could park there that evening. It was simpler and closer than using my usual allocated car park as it might be dark before the meeting ended if it ran over time.

      I pulled into one of the few parking spaces left, and turned the engine off. Jim had told me the meeting had already started, and I was now quite late, something that would draw attention to my entrance. As if that wasn’t enough, I’d then have to tell everyone that I was standing in for the woman who’d stolen my husband. I looked around at the cars already parked there, and wondered if I should chicken out and drive straight back home and get my shower, my wine, my supper and slouch in front of the TV, which is what I really wanted to do.

      Instead I found myself getting out of the car, locking it, and walking to the door of the library. Why I was doing this, I really wasn’t sure. Yes, I used to have loyalty to both Jim and Lola, and yes, I was a loyal person generally, and I always tried to help people where I could. It was the way I was brought up: always doing the right thing by others. So step after step I walked closer to the library, hoping my entrance wouldn’t be too difficult, and after a short time there, I’d fade into the background, and the night would be uneventful.

      I put my hand on the door and before I stepped through the threshold into the library and the PTA meeting I said one thing to myself.

      Whatever it took, and however much it cost me, I had to get out of this vicious cycle of taking care of people who didn’t care about me.
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      I opened the door of the library and walked in, my heart beating and my head pounding. Sweat prickled on my forehead, between my breasts, and even pooled on my hands as I closed the door behind me. It was too late to go back now, although my inner voice was screaming at me to do so. But amidst all the people I saw milling around in the library, someone already noticed me and headed my way, determination written all over her face.

      Mary Winthrop was a senior mathematics teacher at the school and the head of the PTA, and in her own estimation both of those positions made her a very important person. A formidable woman of tall stature and ample proportions, she had long dark hair that she wore in a severe bun. She dressed beautifully, always in flowing feminine dresses, and as she came towards me, purpose written in every line of her body, she reminded me of the prow of a ship smoothly cutting through rough and roiling seas.

      “Diana, I’m sorry to tell you the library isn’t open tonight. Not publicly, anyway. We’re all here for a closed meeting. I’m afraid it’s members only.” Mary turned and gestured behind her, to the rest of the people who’d been milling around…and who now noticed my arrival. A hush descended over the place and it occurred to me that everyone would have expected Lola to be there, and probably expected she’d still turn up. So what was I doing there? Had I come to challenge her to a duel over my husband?

      “I know, Mary. It’s the Parent Teacher Association meeting tonight. That’s why I’m here.” As I took in the interested faces behind Mary, I raised my voice so they could all hear. I didn’t want to say this many times over…once was enough. “I’m standing in for Lola…she’s in labor as we speak.”

      I don’t know who was more shocked: Mary Winthrop or any of the other parents and teachers who were here for the meeting. I took in all the stunned faces around me and I wanted to laugh.

      Mary tried to pick up her ample jaw which was nearly at floor level. “You’re standing in for Lola?” she repeated.

      I couldn’t help myself. “Yes…but not in the same way that Lola stood in for me.”

      Mary’s eyes bugged out of her head, and I thought she was going to explode and kick me out then and there, but from behind her came a few stray giggles, which diffused the tension in the room.

      “I’m going to do the right thing by taking notes for her.”

      “And she’s asked you to do this?” Mary asked, an incredulous look on her face.

      “Not exactly. Jim asked me. Lola was in the car, in agony with labor pains.”

      Mary turned away, and went back to the group of women. They spent some time whispering amongst themselves, and although I tried to hear what was being said, all I could hear was a low hum which sounded like a swarm of wasps buzzing around their nest. Now and again one of them looked up at me, face filled with curiosity and pity.

      Finally I couldn’t stand it any longer. Gritting my teeth and wishing I hadn’t come out on this wild goose chase, I turned to leave, but I hadn’t made the door again when Mary spoke in a loud voice.

      “Diana, come back, please. We’d like you to stay.” Mary came over to me, a blush on her face. “It’s very generous of you to do this…under the circumstances.” She flushed an even deeper shade, this time beetroot. “Not that I know much about what happened, of course. I’m not friends with Lola, and I don’t listen to gossip.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was true, and it certainly didn’t apply to the group of women now standing right behind Mary, listening to every word. One or two of them exchanged glances with each other, and I knew this would be a hot topic of conversation for days.

      “Okay, thank you,” I said.

      Some of the group—the teacher representatives—took seats at a large table in the middle of the library, while the parents sat on chairs laid out in rows. Mary sat at the head of the table, and I stood aside, waiting for someone to tell me where to sit.

      “Diana, why don’t you sit here next to me?” Mary said. “Then I can help with anything you’re not following.” She smiled at me as if she’d bestowed a kingdom on me.

      I sat down and a moment later the meeting began.

      “Thank you everyone for your attendance tonight,” Mary said. “It’s the first PTA meeting of the school year, and of course school doesn’t start until next week, so it’s nice to see such high attendance. First, I’d like to introduce the committee to everyone.”

      Mary introduced the PTA officers, and outlined their day roles at the school, and then she introduced the school principal, Pat.

      Pat stood and addressed the parents, outlining what was happening at the school for the coming year. Then Pat sat down, and Mary introduced the PTA Treasurer, who outlined the financial position of the PTA. Then Mary introduced the secretary, who read a report on the final meeting from the previous year, and then gave an overview of upcoming PTA events.

      The meeting was fast moving, and I had to focus hard to follow everything. It was a point of pride for me: I wasn’t going to turn over substandard notes and have Lola criticize me for it at some stage in the future.

      It was when Mary started speaking about the year’s events in more detail that my mind started wandering. I kept trying to pull myself into the present, but it was hard. I glanced at the clock on the back wall of the library, shocked to see that I’d only been here for forty minutes when it felt like hours. Then I glanced at the bookshelves, crowded as they always were in the beginning of a term, before the students stripped the shelves of the books. My eyes glazed over as they lingered on the books, with their multi-colored spines and differing sizes. To the right of the shelves were display racks, with books positioned outwards, their covers visible rather than the spines on the shelving.

      My eyes lingered on the display racks. The display was on home craft and handicraft, and there were some interesting looking books there, from cookbooks to tapestry to scrapbooking. I’d have to go over and take a closer look later, because whoever had done the display—the librarian I presumed—had done a phenomenal job. As well as the books there were other props, what looked like a casserole dish and a tapestry stretcher and a few other bits and pieces.

      I was more exhausted than I realized and I rubbed my eyes so the tricks they were playing on me would stop. When I took my hands away I saw it again: the books moved on the rack. I blinked and shook my head. When I opened my eyes, the books were
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