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They hadn't allowed her to clean the blood off.  It speckled the front of her tee shirt, clung to her forearms, the tiny hairs pulling painfully as it dried. She suspected there were a few red flecks decorating her face, but the police hadn't offered a trip to the bathroom, so she couldn't be sure.  They hadn't offered her anything but stares of disgust and horror after finding the slaughtered carcass of the infant.

"If you're trying to set yourself up for an insanity plea, you're wasting your time, Mandy.  Everyone in town knows how smart you are. You ain't no basket case."  It was the female police officer who spoke. She was chubby and ordinary, around thirty, her straight blond hair pulled back into a little tail. She seemed morbidly pleased with herself, as though this heinous tragedy proved that uppity, lesbian city women like Mandy had no business adopting children.  

The male cop was short, round, and flushed at the cheeks. The broken blood vessels webbing his nose suggested his healthy glow had come from a nip bottle rather than a sunny vacation. That and the sweat on his brow.  He had the look of someone who needed a drink, and needed it badly after what he'd seen tonight. 

Small town cops. They certainly weren't used to dealing with something of this caliber. Mandy, who sat shivering and covered in blood, almost laughed at their silly attempt to pretend this was all just a day at the beach to them. Slaughtered babies? See em all the time in this line of work. Sure. The truth was a normal day in the town of Marshview brought about as much trouble as ants at a church picnic. The worst crime that ever happened here involved teenagers throwing eggs at cars on Halloween.

"I never claimed to be insane," Mandy stated, her voice quivering.  

"So why'd ya do it then?" The red-faced cop chimed in now, leaning over with his palms on the table. It was supposed to be an interrogation pose, but it looked more like he was trying to keep himself from falling to the floor.  "Why'd ya kill your baby, Mandy?"  His voice lowered to a whisper.  "Was it post-partum depression or something?"

"Post-partum comes from giving birth," the female officer snapped. "She adopted that baby because she's a lesbian." She leaned in, her face pinched.  "She adopted that baby, and then she didn't have what it took to be a mother. So she killed it. Didn't ya?"

Mandy met her gaze.  "What I killed in that house was not a baby."

The cop pulled back, her expression tightening to sour disbelief.  "Really?" she said with heavy sarcasm.  "Why don't you tell us what it was then, Mandy. Tell us what you brutally slaughtered on your living room floor. Because it sure as hell looked like a baby to me."  She tossed the plastic bag with the severed length of dog leash onto the table in front of Mandy.

* * *
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AS THE NIGHT'S HORRORS came flooding back, Mandy started to shake again, her body betraying her.  It had started just two days ago. The memory was as fresh as the blood staining her skin and clothes.  Things had been going so well with nine-month-old Connor. He slept through most nights and didn't fuss much. He was an easy baby, and Mandy was thrilled to brag about him to all those doomsayers that told her she'd regret becoming a single mother, that her career as a doctor was far too daunting to raise a child alone.  And after her life partner, Pauline, left her, she feared they might be right. But little Connor had been like a dream, a tiny joy, filling the emptiness in her life.  Until he started to change.

At first, she found it amusing, even cute that he watched her so intently from his high chair. The gurgly baby talk had stopped. He ate his food well enough still, ravenously in fact. But there was no dribble on his chin. No tantrums or fidgeting. No throwing of his juice cup. He simply sat and ate the food that was given to him, quietly watching as Mandy cleaned up and got him ready for his afternoon nap. 

Those baby blue eyes had held something like knowledge as they followed her out the bedroom door, oblivious to the Disney mobile that turned and played music over his crib. Connor's sudden silence in all things caused a noise of its own that filled the house, prompting Mandy to keep the television or the radio on at all times, blotting out the absence of normal baby chatter.  

After two days of this, Mandy called a hearing specialist she knew three towns over and made an appointment for later in the week. She'd heard somewhere that a quiet baby could be a sign of a hearing problem, or worse.  That night the strange incidents started.  Her bedroom was on the first floor, with Connor upstairs where it was warmer.  She still slept with the baby monitor by her bedside and left both her and Connor's doors open so she'd hear him should he wake in the night. 

Glass crashed in the kitchen, and her heart raced as she jumped out of bed. The clock read 1:00 am.  She ran for the bedroom door, a mother's instinct driving her to go to her baby instead of the phone. Another crash sounded, and then the soft pad of footsteps coming up the hall. She froze in her tracks, snatching a paperweight off the dresser and wielding it as a weapon.

"Who's there?" she shouted at the darkened hallway beyond her door. She thought she saw a shadow pass by, then something in the hall outside her door crashed to the floor and she screamed, dropping the paperweight, and backing away.  Another sound followed, the soft yet distinct thump of feet climbing the stairs toward the second floor, where Connor slept. Thought deserted her as she pulled open her door and flicked the hall light on, running full speed down the hall, up the stairs to Connor's room. 

She burst into the pale green nursery and flicked on the elephant lamp.  The room was empty, and Connor was asleep, a tangled bundle in the twisted quilt of his crib. She leaned over and studied him. His breathing rose and fell, his tiny hands curled into fists. His cheeks were flushed from sleep.  

She snatched the baby from his crib and made down the hall to the bathroom where she locked herself in with a cell phone. She didn't come out until she heard the police arrive.  Holding a sleeping Connor in her arms, she answered questions in the kitchen as the police studied the damage and searched the house. The house was empty of intruders, the only sign of disruption being the pantry door wide open, and two jars of baby food fallen from the shelf and smashed onto the floor.  

"How old is your son, Dr. Farmer?" a young male officer asked as she rocked Connor in her arms.  

"He's nine months. Shouldn't you be outside finding whoever just broke into my house?"

The officer frowned and rubbed his chin as he studied the kitchen floor beyond the pantry.  "Do you have any other children, Dr. Farmer?"

She shook her head. "No. Connor is my only one. Why?"

He knelt down and pointed to the floor. "Do you see these marks here on the tile?"  

Mandy stood and moved over where she could see. Two faint scuff lines trailed across the tile just before the pantry. "I see them," she said. 

The officer walked over and lifted one of the short stools that sat around the center island, and tipped it upside down, examining the feet.  He glanced back at the smashed jars of baby food. "It seems that whoever was rifling through your pantry in the middle of the night dragged this stool over.  Then had the mindset enough to drag it back to the island when he or she accidentally dropped these jars here and woke you up."

Mandy frowned at the officer. "Who would do that, and why?"

The officer shrugged. "I can't answer that, except to say that it was someone that needed a stepstool to get at the top shelf, where these here baby food jars came from. That's why I asked if you had other children, Dr. Farmer. The way I see it, the only creature that'd need a stool to get to that shelf, is a small child. Or a dwarf perhaps. Your baby is nine months you say?"

Mandy held the sleeping Connor a bit tighter and nodded. "Nine months, yes."

"Is he walking yet?" the officer asked. 

Mandy's eyes widened and she let out a sharp laugh. "No, he's not walking yet. And even if he were, he's nine months old! Are you trying to suggest that my infant son toddled down here in the
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