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And what is so rare as a day in June?

Then, if ever, come perfect days.

James Russell Lowell, The Vision of Sir Launfal
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Chapter One


[image: ]


Sunday afternoon, the middle of June. The sun was shining, the sky was blue, the grass was green, the dandelions were yellow. All was right with the world.

Trent held my hand as we walked across my lawn to his car in the driveway to my detached garage. It had been parked there since the evening before. 

A perfect weekend. 

“Anlinny!” Zach, my next-door neighbor’s five-year old son, waved wildly from his front yard. Anlinny is Zach-speak for Aunt Lindsay. He doesn’t have any biological family except his mother, Paula, and I am pleased he has adopted me. “Watch me!” he called.

Mr. Lucas, Paula’s next-door neighbor on the other side, smiled and lobbed a ball about six feet into the small catcher’s mitt Zach wore on his left hand. 

Zach fumbled the ball but finally managed to clutch it in the mitt. “I caught it! I’m going to play baseball for the Royals, Uncle Trent.”

Trent waved. “I’ll be in the front row cheering when you hit that winning home run.” 

He gave me a quick peck and squeezed my hand then slid into his car and smiled up at me. “Love you.” 

“Love you too.”

Total perfection.

He drove away, and I turned to Paula who was sitting on the steps of her front porch, watching the boys play ball. 

I went over and took a seat beside her. “He’s growing up,” I said. 

“Trent? Nah, I doubt that’s going to happen any time soon.”

I pushed against her arm. “Your son.”

She pushed me back. “He’s still my baby.” 

I snorted. “Pretty soon he’ll be going on dates and he’ll marry some woman who’s not good enough for him, and then you’ll become a grandmother.”

She scowled at me. “You keep talking like that, and I’ll hide your Cokes. Maybe your chocolate too.” 

Paula is my best friend and my partner at Death by Chocolate. I make the chocolate desserts and open the Cokes. She makes all the other foods. I have one talent...making chocolate desserts. Well, also opening Cokes, but a lot of people can do that. Paula makes biscuits, sandwiches, quiches, coffee, cinnamon rolls...the foods that lead up to my chocolate creations. 

She might threaten to hide my Cokes and chocolate, but she’s my friend. She wouldn’t do that. 

I was almost certain she wouldn’t do that.

Zach charged over and flung his sweaty little arms around me. “Anlinny, I need a cookie.” 

I hugged him and sniffed. “You need a bath.”

He pulled back and grinned. “And a Coke. I’m thirsty.”

Mr. Lucas came up behind him. “When a baseball player is in training, he has to stay away from sugary soft drinks. How about some nice cold water?”

Paula stood. “Cold water for everybody coming up.” 

“I’m not in training,” I called after her as she disappeared into the house. 

“You are now,” she called back.

“Just kidding,” I assured Zach. I wouldn’t drink Coke in front of him when he had to drink water. As soon as I got home and he couldn’t see me, yeah, but not in front of him. 

Zach sat beside me, and Mr. Lucas sat beside him. 

The older man pulled off his cap and pushed back his sweaty snow-white hair. “Lindsay, we’ve got a star ball player in the making here.” He beamed down at Zach, his blue eyes twinkling. 

Mr. Lucas had bought the house next door to Paula two months ago and had rapidly become Zach’s new best friend. A few days after moving in, he came to Paula’s house with a baseball and a small glove, the ones they had been playing with today. He asked Paula if the boy he’d seen in her yard might want to have them. He claimed the items had been left in the house when he moved in.

Neither Paula nor I believed him. The Scotts who had lived there before had no children. The ball and glove were obviously new.

At first Paula thought he was some kind of pervert. She doesn’t trust easily. Fortunately, I happened to be at her house when Mr. Lucas came over that first time. I could tell immediately he was simply a lonely elderly man trying to get acquainted with his new neighbors, to make friends.

My intuition proved to be accurate. Mr. Lucas was alone in the world. His wife was dead, and they’d had no children. He and Zach bonded. Even Paula had eased up and let him into her life. 

She returned to the porch with four bottles of cold water, and we all sipped in silence for a few minutes.

Zach set down his half-empty bottle. “Let’s play ball some more.”

Mr. Lucas laughed. “Ah, to be young and have your energy. How about we go inside and draw pictures for a while?”

Zach nodded eagerly. “Okay.” He rose and reached for Mr. Lucas’ hand. 

Zach always let the screen door slam behind him, but Mr. Lucas eased it gently closed. Mr. Lucas was a good influence.

I lifted my bottle of water to Paula in a toast. “Can it be you’re losing some of your cynicism? Letting a strange man go into your house?”

She harumphed. “I’ve been letting a strange woman go into my house for the past four years.”

She meant me, but I wasn’t going to take the bait. 

“Besides, Mr. Lucas isn’t strange,” she said. “He’s a nice person.”

“Hmm. I think somebody told you that a couple of months ago.”

Paula took a drink of her water and said nothing...one of those loud, meaningful nothings. 

“Okay, okay, so I haven’t always been a good judge of character,” I said. “But I married Rickhead when I was young and naïve. We all make mistakes. I was right this time. You have to admit, I was right this time.”

“Yes, you were. Mr. Lucas is great with Zach. He does those guy things like play ball with him. He’s also a very talented artist, and he’s doing an amazing job of teaching Zach. I think my son has artistic ability.”

I nodded sagely. Okay, I nodded the regular way. I tried to do it sagely, but I had no idea what twist of my head I should add to achieve that effect. “It’s okay to trust people. It’s good to trust people.”

She gave me the stink eye. “When someone proves to be trustworthy, then I trust that person.” 

“How long does it take to prove someone is trustworthy? You knew me for almost a year before you trusted me enough to tell me you killed your husband.”

“Thought I killed him,” she corrected. 

“Whatever. You can’t let that one bad relationship scar you for life.”

“One bad relationship? The man I married abused me, tried to take Zach away from me, tried to kill you and have me committed to a mental institution. Yeah, that was definitely one bad relationship.”

“The worst. I give you that. But not everybody is like him.”

“Why are you still nagging? Didn’t we just have a discussion about how I’ve accepted Mr. Lucas and even trust him with my son?”

“Yes, and that’s a good start. Now let’s talk about Matthew. You’ve been dating him for over a year now, but you sent him home at ten o’clock last night, and I saw that kiss you gave him. It was the way I’d kiss my brother.”

“You don’t have a brother.”

“Exactly.” Yes, that made no sense, but I said it with emphasis and certainty which can sometimes make people think I know what I’m talking about. 

Paula sighed. “Has anybody ever told you that you’re nosy and pushy?”

“Many times. And those are my good traits.” 

The door burst open. “Anlinny, come see what I drew!”

That sweet face sent a ray of sunshine straight into my heart. “You bet.” 

We followed him inside. 

Paula’s living room has the same aged hardwood floors as mine, and it’s about the same size, but the similarities end there. 

I have a big sofa with large, flamboyant flowers, a coffee table with colorful mosaic tiles...you get the idea. 

Paula has nondescript furniture from when she first moved in and felt the need to hide from the world, to blend into the background even inside her own home. However, Zach’s orange and yellow and red and blue and green toys scattered everywhere bring life to that room. 

A large picture...a painting...I had never seen before hung on one wall. It showed a wispy blond woman who looked remarkably like Paula in a garden of bright flowers. 

“Where did you—” 

She shook her head. “Later,” she whispered.

She did not buy that painting at Walmart. I had a suspicion, and that suspicion made me smile.

Zach led us into the kitchen where Mr. Lucas sat at the table which was currently strewn with pieces of paper and colored pencils. 

Zach sat and held up one of the drawings. “It’s you and your house, Anlinny.” 

“Yes, it is,” I said. The two-story house in the drawing was white with green trim. The yard was green with yellow flowers...dandelions. And the woman with a huge head surrounded by a mass of red swirls of hair was a better representation of me than I could have drawn. “Good job.” 

Zach and Mr. Lucas glowed. 

No wonder they had bonded so easily. They could have been clones except for the seventy-year age difference. Blue eyes, white hair, big smile.

“He’s a very talented young man,” Mr. Lucas said.

“I’m going to be a famous artist like Mr. Lucas.” Zach held out his drawing to me. “You can have this.”

Mr. Lucas tapped his arm. “Don’t forget to sign it. All great artists sign their works.”

“Okay.” Zach spread the drawing in front of him then studied the pencils. 

“I suggest the black one,” Mr. Lucas said. “You want it to be easy to read.”

Zach picked up a dark pencil, used his left hand to position it between the fingers of his right, and studied the paper. He settled the pencil in the lower left corner of his artwork and looked up at Mr. Lucas.

Mr. Lucas shook his head and pointed to the lower right corner.

Note to self: Check the lower right corner of that painting hanging in Paula’s living room. 

Zach moved the pencil to that area and began to print his name. He’d learned that skill in kindergarten a few months ago, but it still took concentrated effort. 

Finally he held it up to me, a wide grin on his face. 

I accepted the artwork. “Thank you. I’ll frame it and hang it on my wall.” 

“All right, boys,” Paula said, “let’s move the art class to the living room so I can start dinner. Please stay and join us, Mr. Lucas. It’s Zach’s favorite meal, grilled cheese sandwiches and French fries.” 

“Well, I—” Mr. Lucas began.

“I’ll stay if you will,” I said. No, Paula hadn’t exactly invited me, but I knew how to become a welcome guest. “I’ll bring chocolate chip cookies.”

“Yay!” Zach jumped up and down. “I love chocolate chip cookies. And I love you, Anlinny, and Mr. Lucas and Mommy.” 

Mr. Lucas had no chance of leaving after that. 

Dinner was great with all the important food groups...cheese, chocolate and French fries.

Paula, Mr. Lucas, and I cleaned up the kitchen after dinner. 

As Paula and Zach walked with Mr. Lucas and me to the front door, I checked the lower right corner of that painting in Paula’s living room. 

Lucas. 

She saw me looking and smiled. 

I went home through the evening shadows with Zach’s picture in my hand and a warm glow inside. A small boy loved me, and my best friend was finally recovering from the horrible things her ex did to her.

Across the street from my house, Fred and Sophie were sitting on her front porch, having a glass of wine. Since Fred had discovered his evil wife was dead, he had admitted that Sophie was more than his karate student—something I’d known for a while. Well, suspected for a while.

The two of them waved.

I returned the waves, and my glow got warmer and brighter. 

My friends were happy. That made me happy.

Trent loved me. That also made me happy. 

My little corner of the world was sunshine, rainbows, and unicorns.

I deliberately avoided looking at the house next door to Sophie, directly across the street from Paula. Rickhead was living in that house with Grace and their son. 

They weren’t currently causing any problems, but I didn’t want to jinx that by looking their way.

That naïve attitude was fun while it lasted...two whole days. 

***
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I came home from work Tuesday evening, tired and sweaty but content. My Chocolate Cake with Raspberry Filling turned out perfect, and it made a lot of people feel good when they ate it. Making them feel good made me feel good. Filling the cash register made both Paula and me feel good. 

King Henry, the cat who adopted me a few years ago, met me at the door to welcome me home. That took approximately half a second. He gave a perfunctory brush against my leg as he slid past me, hurrying into the yard. 

He’d be back. He knows who fills his food bowl. Yeah, he catches his own mouse sushi now and then, but I have the good stuff. I tell him I cook it at Death by Chocolate just for him, then put it in a bag and bring it home. He’s never asked why those bags have a name different from Death by Chocolate. I’m sure he’s noticed, but he doesn’t want to rock the cat food boat. 

I went straight to my kitchen, grabbed a fresh Coke, then sank into my favorite armchair and took off my shoes. They were comfortable, well-cushioned shoes suitable for being on my feet all day, but not as comfortable as no shoes. I stretched out my feet and wiggled my toes. 

Bliss.

Someone knocked on the door. The way things were going in my life lately, it was probably Publisher’s Clearing House with a huge check for me. I passed a hand over my frizzy red hair in a futile effort to smooth it. Too late to put on makeup for all the photographers and reporters who came with the PCH crew. But with that much money, my appearance wouldn’t matter.

I answered the door with a big smile that quickly receded. 

Rickie, Rickhead’s almost-twelve-years-old (his words) son, stood on my front porch. 

Nobody over the age of twenty-one ever proudly boasts, I’m almost thirty-seven or I’m almost forty-eight. To give Rickie credit, he was growing out of his demon-child years. However, he was approaching his demon-teenager years. 

“Can I come in, Aunt Lindsay?” Except for calling me Aunt Lindsay, he sounded almost polite. 

“Uh, yeah, sure.” I looked behind him for his mother or even...heaven help us...his father. 

He was alone. 

I stepped aside and invited him in. 

He took a seat on the sofa...on the edge of the sofa. He was the same skinny kid with messy hair, but the snide smirk was missing today. He seemed tense. He was probably in trouble again and needed help getting out of it. 

My open Coke sat on the lamp table beside my chair. Rickie is a Coke-aholic. Guess that shows he’s not all bad. His mother thinks the sugar makes him hyper. I think he’s hyper anyway. And I don’t see anything wrong with that unless I’m responsible for trying to get him to sleep at night. 

I wasn’t, so I did the courteous thing. 

“Would you like a Coke?”

“Yes, please,” he said.

Yes, please? Something was wrong. 

I hurried to the kitchen and returned with a fresh can. 

“Thank you.” He accepted the drink and took a long swallow. 

Thank you? 

Was he running a scam? 

“What’s up, Rickie?” I asked. 

He took another drink. “Do you believe in ghosts, Aunt Lindsay?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never had any close encounters with them, but some people claim they have. Why are you asking about ghosts?”

He finished his Coke and crushed the can. “Either there’s a ghost in Mr. Lucas’ house, or that old man’s got a woman in there.”
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Chapter Two
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If Mr. Lucas had a female friend or a female ghost, that was nobody’s business but his. 

The big question was, how did Rickie know about this creature? 

I folded my hands in my lap. Clenched them, actually. I needed to approach this calmly if I wanted to get information out of him. “Please tell me why you think there’s a ghost in Mr. Lucas’ house.” 

“Can I have another Coke? This is a two-Coke story.”

Rickie stole that two-Coke thing from me. I was torn between feeling irritated and a tiny bit proud that I’d made an impression on someone...even if that someone was Rickhead’s son. 

I went to the kitchen and got two more Cokes. It was turning into a two-Coke evening for me also.

I handed Rickie his second can unopened. “Go a little slower on this one. You’re too young to handle the hard stuff that fast.”

He didn’t smile. Just opened the can and took a drink. 

I resumed my seat. “Okay, Rickie, let’s hear your two-Coke story.” 

“Last night I saw a woman upstairs in Mr. Lucas’ house.”

“You do realize he’s a widower. There’s no reason he can’t have a woman in his house at night.”

Rickie curled one side of his lip in a sneer. “Yeah, I know all about that stuff. But this woman was acting funny. Like a ghost.”

“Oh, really? Can you tell me how a ghost acts?”

“You know.” He waved a skinny arm through the air. “Like on TV. She was moving around a lot, like maybe she was floating. They were upstairs arguing, and then I didn’t see him anymore, but she went all over the house, upstairs and downstairs. I think she was looking for something.” 

I rubbed my forehead. I needed to talk to Trent about getting a vasectomy. I was obviously not cut out to be a mother. “Rickie, it’s okay if there’s a woman in Mr. Lucas’ house. It’s okay if she goes into every room there. That’s his choice. None of your business.” 

He shook his head. “No, man. Something’s wrong. I never saw him again, and she never came out.” 

“Never? How long did you watch his house? Not all night, I’m sure. She probably left after you went inside.” Or this morning. Whatever. 

“I didn’t see her car.”

“Perhaps Mr. Lucas picked her up at her place.” 

Definitely a vasectomy for Trent, and I should think about a tubal ligation. Can’t be too careful about some things. “I’m sure Mr. Lucas will appreciate your looking out for him.” That was a fairly outrageous lie. “But it’s not considered polite to peek in your neighbor’s windows, especially at night.”

“I saw you peeking in Fred’s windows once.”

“That’s different. I was worried about Fred. Anyway, I couldn’t see anything because he has every inch of window space covered with thick curtains. And that brings up a question. Mr. Lucas has curtains too.”

“They’re not thick curtains. When he has the lights on at night, I can see people moving around.” 

I straightened, lifted my chin, and prepared for battle. “Rickie, why were you looking in Mr. Lucas’ windows in the first place? Why were you outside at night? Does your mother know about this excursion?”

He scrunched up his lips and glared at me. 

I glared back but didn’t do the lip scrunch. That could cause wrinkles. “Lose the attitude if you expect to get any more Cokes or cookies from me.”

For half an instant, I thought he looked sad, but he immediately ramped up the angry glare again. “Mama doesn’t care what I do. Ever since that man moved in with us, she’s only interested in him.”

“That man? Your father?” 

I didn’t have the air conditioning on, but the room suddenly got very chilly. 

“Rickhead,” he said.

“You shouldn’t call him that. He’s your father.”

“You call him that.”

“That’s different.” How many other things had this kid picked up from me? 

He narrowed his dark eyes. “I didn’t come over here to talk about that man. You need to help me get into Mr. Lucas’ house.”

I opened my second Coke and took a long swallow. Definitely a two-Coke evening. Maybe some wine later. “Rickie, if you want to get into Mr. Lucas’ house, you should knock on the front door. When he opens that door, you can ask to be allowed to enter, and he will tell you whether or not you can do so.” 

He shook his head. “No. That woman...that ghost...” He gulped then drained the last of his soda. “She’s still there. I think she hurt him.” 

I blinked. “Him? Mr. Lucas?”

“Yeah.” 

“You think this woman hurt Mr. Lucas?”

He nodded once, firmly.

I sat forward. Had he seen something bad? Did I need to take him seriously? “Why do you think that?” 

“You’re not gonna snitch on me to my mama, are you?”

“About what? Are you admitting you did something wrong?” 

“Nah. She gets all pissy when I go outside after dark. She thinks I’m still a little kid.” That contradicted what he’d just said about her not caring.

I exhaled a long breath. “Rickie, if there’s some point to this conversation, you need to tell me now. I’m losing my patience.” 

“That old man’s not my friend, but he’s okay.”

“Are we still talking about Mr. Lucas?”

“Yeah. He plays with Zach all the time, but I’m too old to play with them.”

I detected a note of jealousy. A few times I’d seen Rickie join Zach and Mr. Lucas in their games, but it didn’t happen often. There was no doubt Mr. Lucas showed a preference for Zach. 

I shared that same preference. 

But I felt a little sorry for Rickie. Almost twelve years old. A tough age for any kid. I needed to be tactful. 

That’s not my strongest trait. 

In fact, it doesn’t even rank at the bottom of the list. It’s missing completely. 

“Yeah,” I said, “you’re too old for those kid games but too young to be on Mr. Lucas’ level as an adult.” I gave myself a mental pat on the back for such a tactful statement. It didn’t come easily. “It’s only natural you wouldn’t be friends. But he’s a nice guy. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.”

“They were fighting.” He paused and looked very serious. “Maybe she killed him. She was all over the house after they fought, but I never saw him again.”

“How about we call Mr. Lucas and ask him if he’s okay?”

Rickie thought about that for a moment. “Yeah, okay. You got his phone number?”

“Yes, I do.” I picked up my cell phone.

“Ask him if that woman’s still there.” He paused and grimaced. “If he answers.”

I scrolled through my contacts list and found Mr. Lucas. 

“Don’t tell him I saw her,” Rickie said.

I gave him a thumbs-up. I had no intention of telling Mr. Lucas that Rickie had been spying on him. I knew what to say, the conversational gambit that’s appropriate for any occasion. 

After a few rings, his phone went to voicemail. “Mr. Lucas, it’s Lindsay. Give me a call when you have a chance. I have some fresh chocolate chip cookies.”

I laid my phone on the coffee table. “I’ll let you know when he returns my call.” 

Rickie shook his head. He looked genuinely concerned. That wasn’t like him. “He’s not going to call you back. He’s laying on the floor, dead.”

“He’s lying on the floor,” I corrected automatically. 

“You saw him?”

I groaned. “Sometimes you remind me of...” Best not to say he reminded me of his father considering his feelings about the man. “Let’s go over to Mr. Lucas’ house.”

“Uh uh. You go. I’ll get in trouble if Mama finds out.”

I didn’t really believe Mr. Lucas had been murdered by a ghost or even a lover, but he was elderly. He could have had an accident. There was no harm in checking on him. 

And I did believe Rickie would not go away until I did so. 

“All right. You go home now. I’ll give you enough time to establish an alibi, then I’ll take some cookies to Mr. Lucas’ house and report back to you.”

“Deal.” He stood and held up his fist. 

I gave him a fist bump. 

He started toward the door.

Yay!

He turned back. 

Drat.

“Can I have one of those cookies you told Mr. Lucas about?”

“Of course.” 

I went to the kitchen, put half a dozen cookies in a bag for Mr. Lucas and one in a napkin for Rickie. 

I waited a couple of minutes after Rickie left before I headed down the sidewalk to Mr. Lucas’ house. 

I had made it halfway past Paula’s place when Zach ambushed me.

“Anlinny! You got cookies?”

“Didn’t your mom bring home cookies for you?”

Paula walked down the steps of her porch. “Zach, I said you can have cookies after dinner.”

“But Anlinny brought some for me.” He pointed to the tote bag I held in one hand. 

How did he know that bag had cookies? Could he smell them? Had Fred taught him to be psychic? 

“No, she did not bring those cookies for you,” Paula said sternly. 

“That’s right, Zach. I brought them for Mr. Lucas. I thought he might need some after playing ball with you. Did you play ball with him today?” A positive answer would tell me that Mr. Lucas was okay, that Rickie was making things up. I really hoped Rickie was lying. 

Zach shook his head. “He didn’t come over today. Can I go with you to give him cookies?”

I didn’t totally believe Rickie’s story...but I didn’t totally disbelieve it either. If something was wrong with Mr. Lucas, I didn’t want Zach to be there when I found him. 

“Uh...” 

Paula laughed. “You want to go along because you think Mr. Lucas will share his cookies with you? He probably would. And for that reason, you need to come inside and get ready for dinner.”

Zach heaved a sigh so deep it must have come all the way up from his toes. “Okay.” 

“I have more cookies at home,” I said in a loud whisper.”

His face burst into a huge smile. “Okay.” He took his mother’s hand and let her lead him toward the house.

“Tell Mr. Lucas hello for me,” Paula said.

“Will do.” I could say hello to him, but would he be able to reply?

And that brought up a new worry. I was concerned not only about Mr. Lucas’ condition but about Paula’s response. If something happened to him, she would be devastated. She had opened up to him, allowed herself to care.

His house was only a few feet ahead. Two-story, gray with white trim. The Scotts had painted and done some updates. Like all the houses on our street, the yard was dotted with mature trees that gave the place an air of serenity. 

Only happy things could happen in such a house. Nothing bad. Any ghosts would be friendly, wouldn’t charge around or hurt anybody. 

I went up the steps to the porch and knocked on the front door. 

His porch stretched across the entire front of the house and was completely shaded by trees. Pots of begonias and coleus alternated along the back of the porch, and the far side held four wrought iron chairs grouped around a small table. 

A few leaves and petals lay on the wooden flooring below the plants. Fred’s plants were always perfect, no dead leaves or wilting flowers. Mr. Lucas’ plants felt more natural. His lawn even had a couple of dandelions. 

A bird sang happily from one of the trees. 

A squirrel ran up the trunk then sat on a branch and chattered at me. 

Tranquility. 

Rickie was wrong. Nothing terrible could possibly have happened here.

But no one came to the door in response to my knock. 

Maybe Mr. Lucas was eating. It was dinner time. 

Maybe he wasn’t home. He always parked in his garage, so I had no way to know if his car was there. 

I knocked again, harder. 

At his age, he might be a little deaf. 

The bird stopped singing. 

The coleus leaves seemed to be drooping as if they needed to be watered, as if their caretaker had not come out to visit them today.

The cool shade felt chilly and a little clammy. 

And I was being ridiculous. I had let Rickie’s story get to me.

I should leave.

Go home. 

Wait for Mr. Lucas to return my phone call.

I couldn’t do that. 

I had to know for sure.

Long, rectangular windows flanked both sides of the door. 

The curtains were closed, but not as obsessively as Fred’s curtains. 

I might be able to peek around the edges or between the panels. 

I looked behind me to see if anybody was watching, if the neighbors could see me snooping. 

The trees would hide me. 

Not that I was really snooping.

I was merely checking on an elderly neighbor who wasn’t answering my phone calls or my knock on his door. 

I walked casually to the side of the porch with the chairs and table, sat in one of the chairs, put my bag of cookies on the table, then leaned over and tried to peer around the curtain. 

I got a glimpse of hardwood flooring. His floors had been refinished. I needed to do that to mine. I should get the name of the company that did his. 

No, the Scotts probably had it done when they lived there, and why on earth was I thinking about hardwood floors when I was supposed to be looking for Mr. Lucas?

I moved to the other side of the window. Nothing to see there either.

I got closer and knelt beside a coleus plant. Better view there. Maybe he’d pushed aside the curtain to look out at his beautiful foliage. 

His staircase descended with a slight curve. Mine went straight down. Mr. Lucas’ was elegant. 

As I peered closer, I noticed a few stains on the steps. Dark stains. Perhaps the steps hadn’t been refinished yet. 

My gaze traveled downward to the floor...to the body lying at the bottom of the stairs. 
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Chapter Three
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I blinked.

Looked again.

A rumpled white shirt and khaki pants.

A pile of clothes. 

That’s all it was. 

I often did the same thing. Kicked my dirty clothes down the stairs to the first floor to save a few steps in getting them to the laundry room in the basement.

A pile of dirty clothes with dark stains on them. He was a painter. Probably got paint on his clothes often.

But those clothes had an arm and a head protruding from them.

Mr. Lucas’ blue eyes stared at the ceiling, open and unblinking.

I focused on his chest, hoping to see it moving up and down. 

I didn’t see any movement. 

Perhaps he normally breathed slowly and shallowly. Some people did.

I jumped up, ran to the door, and rushed inside, over to Mr. Lucas who lay at the foot of the stairs.

My first thought was that I didn’t know how to perform CPR. 

My second thought was that it didn’t matter.

The back of his skull was crushed. A dark substance threaded through his white hair, the same substance that was on his clothes and on the stairs.

Dried blood. 

His eyes still hadn’t blinked. 

They never would again. 

A few days ago those eyes had sparkled with life and happiness when he played ball with Zach and told him where to sign his artwork. 

I had to do something. 

What?

Call 911. They could send an ambulance. 

An ambulance couldn’t
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