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January 1996

Skylar dreamed of a raven.
Huge, it stood on her windowsill, black feathers glistening in the
moonlight. Tilting its head, it cast one knowing eye on her before
it began speaking. The words didn’t sound like they came from the
rough confines of a bird’s throat. His voice sounded polished and
smooth, like river stone. Entranced, she listened and stared, but
couldn’t quite grasp his meaning. As far as she was concerned, his
words didn’t make sense. When he finished, he hopped and turned to
fly away.

“Please, don’t go. I don’t
understand.” She reached toward him, hesitating. Some small part of
her was afraid to make physical contact, thinking he might
disappear into vapor.

The raven twisted its
head. “Be strong, child.” He flew into the night, a shadow against
the moon, then nothing.

Strong hands clutched her good arm,
rocking her back and forth, insistent.

Sky cracked her eyes open, her blurred
vision settling on the general shape of her brother. Backlit, she
wouldn’t have been able to make out his features even if she could
focus. At the moment, she couldn’t care less one way or another.
For a short moment, she wondered if he’d just slipped into her
dream again, deciding against it the next. He would have had a
bigger role.

“Wake up, Sky!”

Whatever her father had given her made
her feel slow, lethargic, and heavy. Blinking, she tried to clear
her sight. “Go away, Stephen. I’m tired.”

“Get up, now!” His voice
cracked and Skylar normally would have laughed and teased him. At
twelve, he was six, almost seven years her senior and entering the
painful awkwardness between child and man. Any other time she would
have been delighted to point it out, but the night had been … bad …
and now she was too sleepy and full of brain fuzz to
bother.

The warmth of her blankets was yanked
clear, allowing cool air to settle against her and mingle with the
chill from earlier. Stephen pulled her to a sitting position,
jostling her shoulder.

A cry popped out before she could
muffle it.

“I’m sorry, Sky, I’m
sorry.” Although not above a whisper, the tone of his voice sounded
sincere, but there was something else there, something she didn’t
want to identify.

He stepped away for a moment and she
watched, puzzled, as he pawed through her dresser. Pulling out
several articles of clothing, he returned to the bed and shoved
them at her. “Hurry. You need to get dressed.”

“Wha … why?”

“Trust me. It’ll be okay.
You just need to do what I say.”

“Fat chance.” Her words
slurred and she frowned.

In the low light, her eyes had begun
to adjust. Blinking again, hard, she narrowed her gaze to focus on
her brother. He stared back from an unusually pale face, his
expression tense, fearful. That’s what was in his voice: fear.
Nothing could have scared her more. Stephen didn’t show fear.
Anger, yeah, disgust, yeah, but fear was something he kept close to
his chest. Even on their father’s bad days.

“Where are we
going?”

“Away.”

“What about
Mama?”

He hesitated, an icy cloud passing
through his brown eyes. “She’s gonna catch up. Now stop asking
stupid questions and get dressed. Don’t forget to put on your long
johns. It’s cold.”

“I wanna go back to
sleep.”

“You can’t yet. You can
sleep later. Look, Mama made me promise to take care of you, and
I’m gonna do it. Now, get your butt up and dressed. We don’t have
much time.”

“I feel weird.”

“I know. You’ll feel
better soon. How ‘bout you just pull your jeans and sweatshirt over
your pajamas? You’re less likely to trip and fall on your
face.”

Confused, Skylar did as he asked. For
a few moments, she thought she might fall over, but she sat on the
edge of the bed and worked her jeans up her legs and over her hips,
not liking the feel of her jammie bottoms wadding up underneath.
She said nothing though, not wanting Stephen to get even more
frustrated with her.

Standing up, she swayed, but Stephen
caught her by her good arm. He guided her back into a sitting
position before crouching to shove her sneakers onto her feet and
tie them. “Okay, Sky, we need to be quiet once we’re outside. I’ve
packed a bag so we’re ready to go.”

“Where are we
going?”

“To Mawmaw.”

Tears stung her eyes and
nose. “But I don’t know
Mawmaw!”

“Shh! It doesn’t matter. It’ll be okay. Do you trust me?” He peered
up at her, old eyes settling into a young face.

“No.”

“C’mon, Sky.”

She pouted, but didn’t let her tears
fall. “Okay.”

“Why are you
still here?” Their
mother’s slight figure appeared in the door, clutching her robe
around her. “Stephen, what did I tell you?”

Her words held the teeth
of panic. “You need to catch the 10:45.”

“Sky’s still drunk, but
we’re going now.” Tears thickened his voice as he stood, throwing
off Skylar’s thin veneer of control.

“Mama? Why can’t you
come?” She began sobbing, and Stephen put an arm around her. The
gesture made her sob harder.

The woman rushed forward and pressed a
kiss to each of them. “I’m sorry, my beautiful girl. It’ll be fine.
You need to go with your brother. He’ll look out for
you.”

Stephen helped Skylar into her coat
before shrugging into his own. He leaned down to grab the large
duffle bag and pulled the strap over his head to cross his thin
chest.

Their mother walked them out of the
bedroom, up the hall, and to the front door. She hesitated again,
pulling them toward her in a firm hug. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Mama,”
Skylar whimpered, so tired and confused. She just wanted to go back
to bed. She didn’t understand any of this.

Opening the door, their mother waved
them forward.

Stephen took her hand, an uncommon
occurrence, and pulled her forward down the front path, while Mama
disappeared back inside.

Sky thought she was crying and that
made her own eyes fill.

“It’s not far. We’ll be
there before you know it.”

“Where are we going?”
Voice shaking, she rubbed her eyes with her fist.

“Bus stop.”

She stopped and stared up at him,
tears stinging and blurring her eyes. “I don’t want to. I want
mama.”

“C’mon, Sky!” He tried to
pull her again, even as she fought him. In exasperation, he let go
and she fell onto her butt. Biting his lip, he looked down at her,
up and past, and then down again. “We have to go, Sky,
now!”

“I don’t wanna!” Her wail
cut the night and he hissed at her.

“You gotta!”

“I’m tired and I feel
funny.”

Sighing, he squatted and touched her
shoulder. “I know you do, but we still need to go. How about a
piggy back?”

Running her sleeve across her nose,
she blinked up, doubt swirling within. Steve rarely offered the
coveted piggy back. “Really?”

“Yeah, yeah.” He
straightened for a moment, swung the duffle bag off, and crouched
down. “Hurry.”

“My arm hurts.”

“I know it does. Just do
the best you can.”

“Okay.” She climbed up,
awkwardly grabbing around his shoulders with one hand. He caught
her legs and heaved her up a little higher, grunting with effort,
his bag dangling from one arm. A moment later, he plodded on, eyes
forward.

When they were a block and a half
away, the biting wind shifted.

That’s when they caught the acrid
stench of smoke.

 


 



Chapter One

 


Twenty-four years
later

As Jack Langham walked into his
daughter’s elementary school, two main thoughts rotated in his
mind. The first was that his daughter had a wicked right hook. That
was kind of his fault since he tended to let her take out her
eight-year-old aggressions on his weight bag. Second was the fact
that too many people were creeps. If the boy hadn’t been a creep,
his daughter wouldn’t have seen fit to punch him. It was a pretty
black and white as far as he was concerned.

Of course, the principal disagreed.
She’d called to give him the whole scoop on what happened, stopping
short of tut tutting. She’d acknowledged the boy’s cruelty but
still couldn’t condone Avery making him cry. At least, not
officially.

Just by reading between the lines,
Jack suspected the kid had a reputation for being a bit of a
bully.

He could smell paper, paint, and the
aroma of lunchtime. Just across the hallway, kids sounded like they
were cheering on a gladiator performance in the
cafeteria.

Jack pushed through the outer entrance
of the principal’s office, receiving a once, then twice over from
the admin. She stared at him from behind thick lenses, trying on a
smile that looked like she had a toothache. “Dr.
Langham?”

“Yes.”

“Principal Dailey is
expecting you. Last office on the left.”

He nodded, followed her direction and
peeked inside the room. The principal sat behind her massive desk,
her long, freckled hands folded in front of her. She was anywhere
between sixty and a hundred and two, with sagging jowls, laugh
lines, and a firm forehead. It was a confusing mix. Across from
her, a sallow couple in their upper thirties sat staring at him,
their offspring, presumably, between them.

Avery huddled on a chair to the
principal’s right, head down. She peeked up at him without moving
her head.

Jack pulled a chair from the sallow
people’s row, placed it next to Avery, and sat down. He looped an
arm around her and she huddled closer to him. “So, from what I’ve
heard, my daughter drew a picture of her family, which included her
deceased mother. Your kid took it away from her, wouldn’t give it
back, said something really cruel—apparently Ms. Carlisle heard it,
so there’s no denying it—and now your son is upset and crying
because Avery fought back. Do I have this correct?”

Mrs. Sallow opened her mouth and
closed it, opened it. Mr. Sallow narrowed his eyes, his lip lifting
in a sneer. “Violence can never be tolerated. Your daughter had no
right to hit my son.”

“So, your kid telling my
kid that her mother ‘must have killed herself when she first saw
Avery’s face,’ is something that can be tolerated? And by the way,
her mother was killed in an automobile accident, just for the
record.”

Mrs. Sallow quickly looked at Mr.
Sallow.

Jack presumed this was news to
her.

Principal Dailey cleared her throat.
“There’s fault on both sides. Andrew needs to work on being kind,
and Avery needs to mind her temper.”

Jack couldn’t really argue with that,
even if he wanted to.

“Words cannot physically
harm, but hitting can. That child needs to be disciplined.” Mr.
Sallow continued to sputter, while his wife looked at Andrew, who
studied one dirty thumbnail.

“Actually, words can cause
intense damage. It’s just not as easily seen with the naked eye,”
Jack retorted.

“I assure you all that
both children will be disciplined.” The principal raised her voice
in a tone that had both kids cringing. “They will both write
letters of apologies, will be seated on opposite sides of the
classroom from one another, and for now…” She looked at Jack, her
face firm, but he thought he saw a hint of compassion in her light
brown eyes. “I think you should take Avery home for the rest of
today and tomorrow. Andrew will spend the same amount of time doing
classroom work in my office.”

So, his daughter was getting the boot
for a couple of days and the other kid got to keep the principal
company. The Sallow people seemed to gloat, but, as far as Jack was
concerned, their kid got the worse deal.

He stood up, not bothering to look at
the other parents. “Thank you for your time, Principal Dailey. I’m
sure this won’t happen again.”

****

They stepped out into the bright
sunlight, but Avery didn’t seem to notice. She kept her head down,
staring at her sneakers.

“You okay,
honey?”

She shrugged.

They reached his truck and he gave her
a lift into the backseat, watching while she scrambled into her
booster and reached for the belt. “Do you think I’m angry with
you?”

“Maybe a
little.”

“Disappointed, maybe, but
to be perfectly honest, that kid’s a jerk and his parents are
apologists. I will never, ever be angry with you for defending
yourself.” Intent and truthful, he met her eyes, raising his brows
for emphasis.

She stared at him, her dark eyes
filling. “You know why I drew that picture of you, me and Mommy
with wings?”

Jack shook his head.

“Because I was trying to
remember her without looking at a picture.”

A pain lanced through his chest and he
sucked in a slow breath. It had been almost two years since Nicole
died and although he tried to engage Avery with stories of the
three of them, her memories were fading. “I see.”

“I feel so bad, but then
again, I know she’s not ever coming back. I just don’t want to
forget her.”

“I won’t let that happen,
baby, but you’re right, she isn’t coming back.” Jack lowered his
voice. He missed Nikki so much, but the ache had finally started to
ease a bit. These depressive episodes with Avery had lessened
significantly. She’d even tried to set him up with the cashier at
the UPS store last week, much to his horror and the woman’s
amusement. It was a sure sign she was moving on and prodding him to
do the same. “We’re doing okay though. Little by little.
Right?”

She nodded and he shut her door,
before climbing into the driver’s seat. He started the engine,
slapping on the a/c. Turning around, he gazed at her solemn face
for a few moments. “Want to go to Sonic?”

A smile twitched at her mouth before
fully forming. “Okay.”

“You’re not going to try
to set me up with one of those roller skating servers, are
you?”

She seemed to contemplate this for a
long moment. “Maybe.”

“Wonderful.”

Avery giggled and Jack was happy to
hear it.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Skylar Donaghue sat cross-legged in
the grass, hands resting on her knees. Heat and humidity rose up
around her in blurring waves, while strong rays of sun made her
skin prickle. She hid her eyes behind dark sunglasses, gazing at
the stone before her.

Two names were etched on
the smooth surface: Phillip Ashbrook and
Elizabeth Ashbrook.

Her grandfather had passed away
several years before her birth, but her grandmother’s date of death
was a mere five months ago. Sky still had times when she’d forget
and reality would steal her breath for several long moments. Her
eyes would tear and her heart would feel like it was splitting in
her chest.

She found it helped to stop by the
cemetery and sit within its peace and stillness. Sometimes she’d
talk to her like Mawmaw was listening with her usual patient ear,
only commenting when necessary. Other times, Sky would remain
quiet, listening to the breeze and losing herself in
memories.

Her grandmother had been proud of her,
she knew. She’d been encouraged every moment, every step, to pursue
her education and everything surrounding it.

“You just didn’t quite see
me graduate,” Sky murmured. “But I think you would understand my
choice now. Stephen doesn’t and I don’t think he ever
will.”

A tear slid from behind her dark
glasses. She let it be. It hung at her jawline for a moment, before
landing on the back of her hand. Reaching out, she touched her
grandmother’s name. The stone was uncomfortably warm, but she
traced the letters with two fingers. “I love you, Mawmaw and I
think I’ll always feel you with me, but it’s time for me to
go.”

In one fluid movement, Sky got to her
feet and left the cemetery.

 


****

She wedged her small SUV between a
70’s behemoth and a late model import. She didn’t expect she’d be
long and the ache in her chest throbbed. Persistent by nature, she
knew she’d have to give it one more go. After that, well, she’d
just have to deal. He’d come around. Hopefully.

The bell above the door dinged when
she stepped out of the heat into the air-conditioned front office.
Two desks stood separated from the small waiting room by a tall
counter, clean with the exception of a house plant, a plastic caddy
of business cards, and a display of automobile air
fresheners.

A large man with long dark hair pulled
back in a tight ponytail sat behind the first desk keying something
into the computer. He stopped and looked up at her, a broad smile
cutting across his wide face. “Hey, lil sis. When you goin’ out
with me?”

“One week from never.” She
shoved her sunglasses on the top of her head while the man
guffawed. “Where’s Steve?”

“Bay 4.”

“Thanks.” She headed
toward the interconnecting door, stopping at the man’s quiet words.
Good humor honed from a childhood friendship dissipated from his
tone. “He’s really upset, Skylar.”

Dropping her gaze to the toes of her
shoes, she hesitated. Benny had been Steve’s best friend since
before Sky’s memory kicked in and she’d been ‘lil sis’ just as
long. He rarely called her by her given name.

“I know, Ben.” Without
looking at him, she pushed through the door, the familiar aroma of
oil and tires settling into her sinuses.

One of the other mechanics gave her a
nod over the whir of an impact wrench before returning his
attention to his task. She nodded back without slowing.

Sky approached the last bay, watching
her brother’s movements as he fiddled around under the hood of an
old Jeep. As if sensing her, he spoke without looking up. “You
heading out now?”

“Shortly.”

He didn’t respond, but his actions
turned jerky, angry.

Her own anger rose with his and she
took a breath to calm herself. They’d already had too many words.
“I guess I’d hoped we could at least be on cordial terms before I
leave.”

Dark eyes appeared around the edge of
the hood. “I think I’m too pissed off to be ‘cordial,’
Sky.”

“You realize you’re not
being fair, right?” She bunched her fists, dimly aware of her nails
biting into her palms. She sounded childish to her own ears and it
pissed her off even more. “This is a great opportunity for me and
you know it.”

“All I know is you’re
deserting your family and your home. You belong here, not elsewhere
and definitely not back there. Of all the fucking places you could
have chosen!”

Sky spoke through her
clenched jaw. “I’ve worked my ass off and this university position
is everything I want right now. As far as going there goes, it wasn’t like I went
out of my way. The job came up in my feed and I just went for
it.”

“Are you sure?” Stephen
stepped from behind the Jeep and crossed his arms over his chest.
“I think you’ve been wanting to poke your nose down there for years
now.”

He stood before her, a solid man of
average height with short ebony hair and penetrating eyes. As
always, she was reminded why she’d felt so out of place as a child.
Stephen had inherited their mother’s skin tone and hair, while she
favored the father she didn’t remember and no one spoke
of.

Sky lifted her chin. “As
usual, you’re making assumptions. It’s a coincidence. That’s all it
is. The town means nothing to me, and I don’t recall one damned
thing about it. You know
that.”

“Coincidence. Sure.” He
shook his head, dropped his arms, and stepped back toward the SUV.
“I’ve got work to do.”

“That’s it then?” Her
voice rose and she struggled to bring it back down. “You’ve told me
nothing about that damned place, and yet I’m supposed to just take
your word for it to stay away. It’s just a town, Steve, nothing more,
nothing less.”

Her brother had already turned his
attention to his job and didn’t respond.

“I guess this was a
mistake.” Pivoting, she walked away, only to hear his deep voice
follow her.

“Text when you get there.”
He said nothing more.

Shaking in anger and frustration, she
let herself from the garage back into the office, willing her eyes
not to burn. At the very least she’d say goodbye to
Benny.

He leaned against the inside of the
counter, brows pulled together as he regarded her. “He’s worried
about you.”

“I know.” Sky pinched the
bridge of her nose and shook her head. “I just wish he’d scale
back. We haven’t been children for a very long time.”

“Old habits and
that.”

“I guess.” She folded her
arms atop the counter and tilted her head to gaze up into his face.
“Do you think I’m being selfish?”

Benny pulled in a deep breath and held
it, before letting it out in a rush, giving her the scent of sour
coffee. “Honestly?”

She cocked her head and raised an
eyebrow.

“Yeah. Sure. Okay. Um,
well, from a tribal perspective at least, you have a lot to offer.
You’ve come a long way from that little kid that followed Steve and
me everywhere.” He allowed a tiny smile. “I still have a hard time
wrapping my head around Dr. Donaghue, you know?”

“In fairness, so do
I.”

“Even if you’re not a real
doctor.”

“Ha.”

“Anyway, teaching your own
people would be huge.”

“Benny—”

“No, let me finish.
Please.” He waved one big hand, fingers splayed.

She closed her mouth, biting off her
instinctive defensiveness.

“Anyway, what I was going
to say is that sometimes we have to cut our teeth out there, ya
know? I mean, going to school is one thing, but working off the
rez? I tend to think it’s a bit different. Not speaking from
experience here. Never had the balls. Besides, I like it here. But
I’ve known lots of folks who have gone and stayed away, and a lot
more who have gone and come back.”

He was right. Family was huge in the
Choctaw community. Many would prefer to live in poverty than leave
their loved ones. Of course, if he was trying to make her feel
better, he was missing the mark. Sky’s spirit drooped.

“I’m not trying to make
you feel bad, lil’ sis. I think my point got lost somewhere in
there. What I’m saying is you have a lot to offer the outside world
too and then, God willing, you can bring what you’ve learned back
here. I think taking that job can only lead to good
things.”

“Thank you, Benny.” She
frowned for a moment, considering. “What do you think about Steve’s
superstition?”

The big man sighed. “That I’m not sure
about. I don’t doubt some places can be bad, but I don’t know if
that place is really bad or if Steve’s just confusing a horrible
event, whatever it was—I mean, he never told me and I never
asked—with geography.”

“Really? He never told
you?” Maybe she shouldn’t have been surprised, but on some level,
she expected Stephen would have unloaded on his best friend. She
wasn’t even sure if their grandmother had known the whole
story.

“Nope. Of course, even if
he did, I wouldn’t break his confidence. I figure there’s a good
reason you don’t remember and it should be left alone.” He
straightened when the bell on the door tinkled, allowing two
customers in from the heat. Benny nodded to them, holding up one
finger. “Anyway, forget about that. Just know we’re all real proud
of you and want you to succeed. I guess that’s the bottom
line.”

“Thank you.” Her chest
loosened just a little. “I better head out, but can I ask a
favor?”

“You know you
can.”

“Just watch out for him,
okay? You know how he gets.”

“You bet. You be safe,
lil’ sis.”

Sky offered him the best smile she
could and turned to leave. Tears bit at her eyes, but she refused
to let them take over. She had a five-hour drive before her and
rampant emotions would only be a distraction.

****

Stephen watched through the bay door
window as his little sister climbed into her SUV. She paused a
moment, flipped her braid back over her shoulder, and peered back
toward the building. Her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, but
she pressed her lips together, hard.

He knew from experience she was just
trying not to cry and felt like an asshole because of
it.

From the moment she’d been born he’d
tried to protect her from herself and others. He’d failed many
times, but it didn’t stop him from trying. She seemed to think he
didn’t realize how hard it had been for her up here, at least in
the very beginning. The kid stood out from the other children with
her fair hair and complexion. As a result, she’d been the butt of
teasing and jokes.

She’d also always been on the
receiving end of a certain degree of awe. After all, she was the
only granddaughter of Elizabeth Ashbrook, a highly respected member
of the tribe. Sky emulated Elizabeth, in personality, if not in
looks and most folks recognized it. Even as a little kid, she’d
stood up to those bigger than her to defend those smaller. It also
meant she tended to do whatever the hell she wanted.

His gut burned and he rubbed his
stomach, making a distracted mental note to go back to the clinic.
His ulcer was acting up again.

“You think acting like an
asshole is the way to go?”

“I’m always an asshole,
Ben.”

The man huffed and stood next to him,
gazing out the window to where Sky’s vehicle was parked just a
moment earlier. “Fair point. I just don’t get alienating her. I’m
not sure what you’re expecting.”

“I … ah, hell, I don’t
even know. At one time she’d listen to me.”

“When was that,
man?”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine. At
least she’d pretend to listen to me, but this going back to Texas
thing. I just have a bad feeling about it.” Stephen went to pull
his cigarettes from his breast pocket. Then he remembered where he
was and stopped. “I know it sounds kind of stupid, but I can’t help
it.”

Outside, a large raven dropped onto
the thin strip of grass in front of the parking space and hopped
around. It appeared to look their way before taking flight. Stephen
shuddered, annoyed by his reaction. It was just an
animal.

“Well, all you can do is
be there if she needs you. Keep being her big brother, man. And
don’t pay attention to that damned bird.”

The words sounded great, and he knew
they was sincere, but Steve couldn’t help but notice Ben’s voice
shake just a little.

 





Chapter Three

 


When Molly Achen parked her RV on the
street just to the left of her driveway, she breathed out a huge
sigh of relief. It seemed to start deep in her toes, a pleasant
vibration following it all the way up and out.

Yep, God it was good to be
home.

For the last few years, she’d spend
six months of the year in Wisconsin with her daughter and her
family. She loved them to pieces, but condescension once subtle
bloomed a bit too quickly of late. Molly wasn’t losing her marbles.
She was only sixty-nine for God’s sake, yet her daughter sometimes
behaved as if she were perching on the edge of that slippery
slope.

Mom, are you sure you
bought those insoles?

Damn straight she did. It wasn’t her
fault the box boy didn’t put them into the bag. A quick call to the
local Woodman’s grocery proved Molly right. So there!

She’d stuck her tongue out at Denise
for doubting her. Her daughter hadn’t noticed, but Molly’s
six-year-old grandson, Max, had and his giggles had been worth the
slight.

In fairness, it wasn’t unprecedented.
Her husband of forty-six years, Frank, had withered away for close
to eight years before succumbing to the struggle. At the end, he’d
worn diapers and had thought Molly was his mother.

It had almost killed her, but she’d
pulled herself up, remembered the amazing man he’d been, and moved
on. Of course, when she’d purchased her Class B Winnebago about
three months later, it had started some ripples through her
daughter’s brain. Molly could practically read the, “Oh no, here we
go again!” in Denise’s eyes.

Silly really. Lots of people her age
hit the road. It’s not like she was ever even alone while she was
on the open highway. Her travelling companion, Mr. Chuckles, not
only kept her company, but kept her safe. He was as content with
the long bouts of silence as he was with her listening to The Who,
Blue Oyster Cult, or Prince. He was the only man she’d ever known
who didn’t complain.

Yep, Mr. Chuckles was the perfect
travelling companion. No one needed to know that the hundred and
twenty pound Rottweiler mix was a big weenie.

“Well, Chuck.
Finally!”

The dog sat in the co-pilot seat with
his belt securely fastened. He looked at her and pricked his ears,
smiling in a happy pant.

Molly’s mind ticked off everything
that needed to be done as she climbed out and walked around to get
her dog. First thing, she needed to call AAA to jump-start the
Subaru in the garage, after which she needed to get to HEB to
restock her pantry and fridge. The house would need to be aired
out, but she’d open the windows and light some incense. It would
smell like her home again in short order.

She released Mr. Chuckles from his
seatbelt and he jumped down and stood by her knee, waiting while
she locked the big van up. Molly pivoted to go up her walkway,
stopping when she caught a glimpse of the home just east of
hers.

The place looked lived in once more.
Wind chimes hung to the left of the door and a child’s scooter had
been left leaning against the few steps leading up to the
porch.

“Huh. I guess we got
ourselves some new neighbors.” Molly stared at the house, her mouth
tightening a little. Despite the cheerful façade of the
cottage-like home, people didn’t often stay long. It had been
purchased cheap after that long-ago incident, fixed up on a strict
budget, and rented out. In the time since, folks had gone through
it, most not staying beyond their first lease. She’d never been
particularly surprised by this. Some marks never went away, at
least in her experience. Before she’d headed for Madison this past
spring, there’d been some contractors working on it, shortly after,
the ‘for sale’ sign appeared.

Molly made an instant decision to bake
her famous chocolate chip banana bread and bring it on over to her
neighbors. It was the right thing to do. Besides, she’d be lying to
herself if she didn’t admit she was a little curious. The last time
she was over was when she’d shared some tea with old Ms. Bevin.
That was before the woman’s kids had conspired to stick her in an
assisted living place, which was a fancy way of saying she was one
step from death, as far as Molly was concerned.

A deep shudder sank in and knocked her
bones together.

At the same moment, Mr. Chuckles
leaned in against her with a low whine.

Still gazing at the bungalow next
door, Molly rested a calming hand on the dog’s head, wondering
absently if realtors were legally bound to provide full disclosure
or if that was just in certain states.

 





Chapter Four

 


Sky made the drive in just over four
and a half hours, stopping only once for a cherry kolache and to
stretch her legs in West. She took the off ramp, traversing the
frontage for a short time, before turning under the freeway and
pulling into the parking lot of the local extended stay. She hadn’t
had time to find a place to live and figured she’d work that out as
she became accustomed to the area.

She had an appointment to meet with
the director of the program and planned to freshen up before
finding her way to the university. It wasn’t a huge town, so she
suspected if she just headed due west, she’d run into it.
Preferring paper maps, Sky liked to find her way without GPS if she
could get away with it. Stephen always teased her about that little
quirk in her personality until they’d been on a road trip between
Durant and St. Louis and had lost cell service. Sky had spent the
next three and a half months rubbing his nose in it. She’d been
fifteen at the time.

Stopping before the glass doors
leading into the motel’s lobby, she took a quick breath.

No, she couldn’t let his attitude
bother her. He’d get over it.

Frigid air blasted her when she pushed
through the glass door.

The lobby was clean and
spartan in a color pallet of cream and burgundy. To her right, a
rack pressing against the wall touted brochures for local tourist
attractions. Schlitterbahn, Snake Farm,
and Wonder World Cave and Adventure Park caught her
eye, as well as places in Houston and
Dallas. She figured there weren’t enough to fill the pockets
otherwise. The room spread out to her left with chairs, tables, and
a bar boasting toasters, a waffle iron, coffee makers, warmers, and
enough space to spread out a fairly decent breakfast for the
hotel’s patrons.

A tall, skinny man in his early
twenties stood up from behind the counter directly in front of her
and smiled to reveal a front chipped tooth. The smile broadened a
little as his large grey eyes swept over her and he cleared his
throat. “Good afternoon. How can I help you?”

His name tag announced him as “Tyler”
and Sky nodded. “I should have a reservation under
Donaghue?”

He pecked at his computer, squinting
at the results, pecking and squinting some more. “Um, yeah. I’ve
got you here for the next two weeks…?”

“Yes, possibly longer, but
I’ll let you know.” She dug in her purse for her driver’s license
and credit card.

“Relocating? Are you a
student?” The tone of his questions held a little more curiosity
than she cared for. His gaze found hers and tried to hold
it.

She didn’t let him but flashed a quick
smile to cover up any slight. “Yes, probably, and no.” She thanked
him when he handed over the key and gave her directions to her
room.

****

Going by memory from her previous
visit, she left the interstate and sifted her way through surface
streets, getting turned around only once before finding her way to
the school. A stone sign announced the University and its founding
date, aging it just over a hundred and ten years. She guided her
vehicle beyond, making a right into the first parking
lot.

Once inside, she hesitated. Summer
term had just ended and fall didn’t start for a couple of weeks,
so, with any luck, security wouldn’t be ticket happy just yet. Sky
passed the front spaces and chose to park closer to the greenery
that spread south from the lot. A trail wove through trees, passing
benches here and there while circumnavigating a large pond. She
thought she could hear the gentle flow of a small waterfall
somewhere beyond her line of sight. The school offered
environmental studies, and she guessed this natural area allowed
hands-on experience. Either way, she found it tranquil, inviting,
and worth investigating at a later date.

When she pushed the car door open, any
semblance of cool air from the air conditioning was lost in the
sultry heat of August in Texas. It wove around her and squeezed,
bringing a thin coat of sweat to her brow and relief that she’d
dressed in a silk tank top, light cotton slacks, and wedges. She
wore her thick hair in a French braid hanging down between her
shoulder blades. Normally, she would have opted for something a
little more professional, but since this visit wasn’t official, she
figured she could get away with a more casual look.

The first building towered above the
parking lot, standing in contrast to others built in an age of
function over statement. Spires and oblong windows set against
limestone gave it a classic appearance and Sky liked it on sight.
There was something peaceful and stately about it, even though she
had no doubt Stephen would find it creepy. He didn’t care much for
old architecture.

She shook her head and tossed her
purse over her shoulder, heading for the broad cement stairs
leading to the main hall. Heavy double doors, imbedded with thick
glass stained to simulate blue bonnets, invited her inside. The
slightly musty scent of an aging building mixed with paper and
cleaning solvents filled her sinuses and Sky took a deep breath. It
was a familiar aroma, one she associated with academia.

With new excitement, she walked toward
the wide polished staircase, sliding her hand lightly against the
smooth, curved balustrade, almost colliding with a tall,
dark-haired man coming down.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” He
apologized, accent more west coast and less Texas.

The man stood backlit against the
stained-glass windows at the first landing, so she couldn’t clearly
see his face, but his voice was smooth and pleasant.

“No worries. I wasn’t
really paying attention, to be honest. My
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