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CHAPTER ONE

Heartbreak is the sound of shrink wrap coming from your bedroom.

That’s what Gary Lawrence decided after one too many shrieks of yielding plastic echoed down the hallway, reminding him what was going on in there.

Reminding him that she was leaving.

The urge to get up from his office hit him once again. Part of him wanted to go down there and see if there was anything he could do—maybe to help, maybe to delay the inevitable. Part of him wanted to just leave the house, even money if he ever came back. Caught between the two, he sat frozen at his desk, eyes not seeing the monitor in front of him.

The sound came again, tearing at him. That was Jennifer, packing up her things. She was being efficient about it, as she was efficient about most things in her life. About getting her life in order. About telling him she was leaving. About already having set up a place to go.

And so she was in there prepping her stuff, shrink wrapping it for easy transportation when the day came, which would be the thirteenth of the month. She’d let him know she was going to be doing it, offered him the chance to gratefully retreat from the house for the day, but he’d refused. It’ll be fine, he said. You do what you have to do.

All right, she’d said with that shrug that always meant she disagreed but that he was too stupid or too stubborn to argue with. She’d headed into the bedroom and he’d headed for the office, and then with the first pull, he felt the twist of a knife in his gut.

As if on cue, Jennifer called down the hallway. “You doing all right?”

“Fine, fine.” He heard the words force themselves out from between his lips. “I’m just getting some writing done.” Damn her for asking, for her concern if concern it was. Maybe she was just asking to salve her conscience, knowing instinctively what she was doing. Maybe he could still get up and go before she asked again and he told her the truth.

But that would mean admitting he was wrong, admitting that he never should have stayed in the first place. And that was getting uncomfortably close to the summation of the marriage as a whole, and so he sat and waited and listened.

“I don’t hear any typing.” Jennifer stood in the doorway, arms crossed. She wore a t-shirt he’d given her with a mélange of Disney characters on it; a bleach stain on one shoulder had relegated it to work shirt status. Maybe 5’4”, she still seemed to fill the doorway, her icy blue eyes making the pointed accusation behind her mild statement.

Gary swiveled in his office chair to face her. “Just thinking,” he said. “Protagonist is refusing to protag and instead wants to find a sensible solution. Not so good for horror fiction when people behave sensibly.”

“Mm-hmm.” Her tone and her expression both conveyed her level of disbelief. “You sure you wouldn’t get more inspiration somewhere else?”

“Naaah, I’m fine here,” he lied. “Like I said, just thinking.”

Jennifer sighed. “Look, Gary, you don’t have to play hero, and the martyr bit is getting old. It’s making me uncomfortable knowing you’re sitting here gnawing your guts out, so for my sake if not for yours, get the hell out of here for a while.”

“That’s harsh, Jen.”

“It’s truth, Gary.” And with that she turned and went back to the bedroom. A moment later the sound of the shrink wrap crawled its way down the hallway again.

“Right. Fuck.” Gary hit Save and hoisted himself out of his chair. A peek down the hallway showed him Jennifer hard at work. He turned the other way and headed downstairs. Late morning light slanted through the dining room blinds as he made the turn and took the last half dozen steps down to the first floor. On the left, a series of scotch bottles on the bar offered possibilities he wasn’t quite prepared to explore yet. On the walls were empty spaces where Jennifer had taken down the art that she was keeping when she moved out. The dining room table still stood in the center of the room, but that was going to be leaving as well. Just as well, really. She’d picked it out; he’d hated it. It looked flashy but the construction was cheap, hence the point of contention.

The kitchen beckoned briefly but he decided that she was right, he needed to get the hell out. Another screech of shrink wrap echoed from upstairs and he was out the door, taking care not to slam it behind him. Didn’t want to seem petty, didn’t want to seem mad.

A walk was a good idea, he decided. Do a loop around the neighborhood, get some fresh air, maybe get some fresh ideas. He walked down the driveway and turned out onto the street. A look back at the house told him Jen had the shades up in the bedroom.

If he wanted to, he could stand there and watch her work.

He took off down the street, walking just a touch faster than he might have otherwise.

It was Sunday, which meant the neighbors were out gardening. Gary barely knew any of them, and they barely knew him, but he did the ritual waves and “Good mornings” as he passed them. There were a lot of active gardeners in this neighborhood—his neighborhood, he corrected himself, from now on it was going to be his and his alone—though the bug had never really bitten him or Jennifer. Maybe it would now. Maybe he’d spend more time on the house, now that he wouldn’t be spending it on her.

Without realizing it, he’d picked up his pace. He consciously slowed, ignoring the curious looks the neighbors gave him, and took a deep breath. He wasn’t out here to think about her, or what came after. He was here to think about his writing. That’s what she’d said, right? Best he started doing that before things spiraled too far out of control.

All right, Gary told himself. Think about the book. Think about why the hero doesn’t want to be heroic.

The answer, of course, was simple—it was because he wasn’t feeling particularly heroic. He’d been working on the book for months, but the bottom had dropped out of his productivity the day Jen had announced she was leaving. Since then, the well of words had dried up, and nothing he’d tried to get the main character to do made sense. It was enough to make him seriously consider giving up on the project, never mind that he had a self-imposed January deadline and the calendar had already ticked over into an unseasonably warm October.

He crossed the main road and kept walking into the other half of the development. The houses here were set further back from the road and shaded more heavily by trees that looked like they’d been there a while, as opposed to the omnipresent Bradford pears on his side of things. He had never liked those trees. They were too prone to breaking off branches when bad weather hit, and their delicate white flowers smelled like fish, the better to attract the flies that pollinated them. But landscapers loved them because they grew fast and were photogenic, and until someone perfected a photo that included a scent component, they were a fixture of every housing development in the area.

Hmm. Bradford pears. Maybe he could put them in the book as a sign of evil, or at least of cheap landscaping.

“Gary?”

He stopped and looked up. Coming the other direction was his friend James, who lived a couple of blocks down on one of the innumerable cul-de-sacs the development offered in lieu of a logical street plan. James was a head taller than Gary and thinner as well. His Durham Bulls t-shirt was soaked with sweat, and he mopped his brow as he approached.

“Oh. Hey, James. How goes it?”

“Hot.” James puffed his way to where Gary was standing. “Ellie’s got me doing multiple laps around the neighborhood no matter what the temperature is. Says the alternative is that she’s going to chase me around the backyard with a stick.” He laughed, a little nervously, and Gary grinned back at him. “Seriously, glad to see you out here. What’s the special occasion?”

Gary’s grin faded to a grimace. “Jen basically threw me out so she could pack in peace. I’m supposed to be contemplating my latest masterpiece and not brooding over the fact that my soon to be ex-wife is bundling the portions of our life together she wants to save into depressingly small piles.” He shook his head.

“At least she’s not taking the cat.”

“Wasn’t she the one who insisted on adopting that cat?”

Gary nodded. “I’m guessing she decided Frannie wasn’t a keeper. Then again, she decided the same thing about me.”

“Cheer up,” James patted Gary on the arm. “You two haven’t even started counseling yet. There’s still a chance you can patch things up.”

“She won’t go until we see the lawyers and divvy things up.” Gary shrugged. “First it was ‘no counseling until we’ve been apart for a month so we can cool down.’ Now it’s not until we talk to the lawyers about the properties. She keeps pushing it back, it’s not going to matter.”

“To you?” James asked.

“To her, most likely. You know I don’t want this. I never wanted this. The whole thing blindsided me.”

James frowned. “You never did tell me and Ellie what happened. We figured you guys were rock solid.”

“So did I.” Gary shuffled his feet. “There isn’t much to tell, really. I came home from work one day and she was standing there. Quivering. Said she wanted to leave, that she wanted a divorce.”

“Just on the spur of the moment like that?”

He shook his head no. “She also told me that she had a place lined up, that she’d already ordered furniture and that she’d rented the truck for her move out date. Doesn’t sound spur of the moment to me. It actually sounds meticulously planned out well in advance.”

“And you never had a clue?”

“Nope.”

James whistled. “Remind me not to play poker with her, okay? That’s some serious straight-faced—”

“Lying,” Gary finished. “For months she was lying to me. And then she didn’t need to any more.”

“Whew. When you put it that way…” James trailed off, looking unhappy. “But she’s moving out, right?”

Gary nodded. “I’m keeping the house. She said she doesn’t like it.”

James blinked. “I thought she was the one who picked it out when you guys were first looking. That she was the one who wanted it more than you did.”

“That was largely about the garden tub. And things change.”

“I guess they do.” James scratched his thinning hair. “Look, you know if you ever need to get out of the house for your own sake, you’re welcome at our place. Any time, day or night, just send a text and one of us will be up and waiting.”

“Thanks. That means a lot.”

“Any time. I mean it, and so does Ellie.”

A genuine smile made its way across Gary’s face. “You’re good folks.”

“You’re our friend. And right now your life sucks. It behooves us as friends to try to make it suck less.”

“Well, I appreciate it.” He reached out and shook James’ hand. “I’d hug you, but you’re gross.”

“Give yourself five more minutes out here and you’ll be swimming in sweat, too. Enjoy the heat.”

“Thanks. Best to Ellie.”

“I’ll tell her that. She misses you.”

“All right, all right, I’ll come over one of these days soon. I just don’t want to be a bummer.”

“You can bum all you want. You’re entitled. Now I’d better get going or I’m going to melt right where I’m standing. Later, Gary.”

“Later, James.” With a wave, James took off at a slow jog. Gary watched him go for a minute, then turned and started walking again.

He ended up doing three laps around the neighborhood, resisting the urge to go into the house until he passed the driveway and Jennifer’s car was gone. Only then did he let himself in the front door, then eased himself onto the floor in the dining room and listened to the silence.


CHAPTER TWO

It was dark out when Gary’s eyes fluttered open. He was still on the dining room floor, his neck ached, and his t-shirt clung to his body in uncomfortable ways. With a groan, he sat up, nearly banging his head on the underside of a chair as he did so.

Jen hadn’t left any lights on and he hadn’t flipped any switches when he got in, which meant the house was dark from top to bottom.

Or at least it should have been.

At the top of the stairs, there was a dim glow. Gary stared at it, unsure what he was really seeing, but it stayed there, steady in its intensity.

“What the hell?” Possible explanations flooded his mind. It was a reflection from outside, Jen had left one light on, his office computer had just kicked over and lit up. But the soft, warm glow held steady and dared him to investigate.

Heaving himself to his feet, he lumbered over to the stairs. The light flickered once, then resumed its steady glow. “All right, let’s see what we’ve got,” he told himself, and slowly climbed the stairs.

At the top, there was nothing. The glow abruptly flickered out, only to reappear further down the hall. Gary grumbled under his breath; if this was some stunt Jen had pulled he wasn’t going to be happy.

Suddenly it occurred to him that it might be a flashlight, and that he might not be alone in the house. It didn’t make any sense—the front door had been shut tight—but there was always the chance.

“Hello?” he called out. No one answered. “Francesca?” The cat didn’t respond, either.

The light flickered again, twice this time. Cautiously, he advanced down the hallway, cell phone in one hand in case he needed to call 911 in a hurry, or just needed to throw something at someone before running.

Something about the light nagged at him. He’d seen it before, that was certain, but he couldn’t say where. It flickered again, and suddenly he had it—it was a candle.

“Jesus fuck.” If Jennifer had left a candle burning when she left, he was going to blow his stack. It was one thing that she was leaving him; quite another to risk burning down the house.

He stepped into the master bedroom, and the glow shifted again. Now it was coming from the master bath, from whence it faintly illuminated the piles of boxes Jen had assembled, shrink wrapped monuments to her imminent departure. Gary stepped around them carefully, not wanting to so much as touch them as he passed, and turned to the bathroom.

It was a candle, a squat white pillar whose flame swayed gently in the breeze from the air conditioning. It sat on the side of the bathtub, near the faucets. The scene was familiar. Jen had frequently taken baths by candlelight when they’d first moved in. In recent years, the frequency had dropped off, but he’d barely noticed.

And there the candle was, evidence of…something. He took another step, reaching for the light switch as he did so.

The candle flared up for a second, and then suddenly everything went dark. Gary missed the light switch and stubbed his toe on the side of the tub, then froze lest he knock the candle and its load of hot melted wax over. Moving deliberately, he flicked the flashlight app on his phone and turned it on the tub.

There was nothing there.

He shook his head to clear it, then scanned the entire tub with the phone to make sure he hadn’t indeed knocked it over.

There was no sign of it, not even a wax dripping to show where it had been. It was gone so completely it was as if it had never been there in the first place.

“Whoah.” He finally hit the light switch, killing the flashlight app, and looked around to confirm what he’d already seen.

There was no candle. The tub was empty, badly in need of a good scrub, and had no wax drippings that he could see.

Gary took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was a logical explanation for what he’d seen, he was sure of it, but he didn’t like most of the candidates. He knelt down and ran his hand over the spot on the tub where he was sure he’d seen the candle. The fiberglass was cool, almost cold to the touch. “Weird,” he muttered as he stood. He turned to go, flicking the light off, and managed to keep himself from looking back more than once as he walked away.

The cat was waiting for him in the kitchen when he walked back downstairs, meowing piteously over an empty food dish. “All right, all right,” Gary said as he reached for the container full of kibble. He ladled a scoop full into the dish, then freshened her water for good measure. They’d adopted Francesca as an older cat when her owner had died, and roles and relationships were still being worked out. Poor kitty, Gary thought, scratching the tabby behind her ears. Her world’s going to get turned upside down again soon.

Satisfied that the cat was satisfied, he grabbed a glass from the cabinet and went to the bar in the living room. “Aberlour for what ails you,” he said softly, and poured himself a finger of scotch. Then he retreated back into the kitchen to wait for Jen to come home.

Initially when she’d said she was moving out, he thought she meant immediately, but she’d quickly informed him that her move-in date on her apartment wasn’t for a month-plus, and until then, she’d be staying in the house. At first Gary had resented it, then he convinced himself it was a hopeful sign they could reconcile.

Then he moved to the guest room. Sleeping in the same bed knowing she was leaving was just too much.

Slumping at the table, he took a sip of the scotch and waited. A glance at the stove told him it was nearly ten; Jen should be home soon. He didn’t mind that she didn’t stick around much for the evenings. Watching television together had gotten uncomfortable—every so often they’d have a good time and then would come the inevitable, awkward redrawing of boundaries afterwards.

Where she went, he didn’t know. Didn’t ask, either. She hadn’t volunteered the information except to say that she wasn’t seeing someone else, and he’d had to make do with that.

Another sip of scotch went down, burning as it went. The fire in his belly reminded him that he hadn’t had dinner. Not that he wanted it much—it was too late to cook something and the freezer was filled with low-fat Hot Pockets not of his choosing.

He heard a key turn in the lock at the front door. Realizing too late that he’d forgotten to turn the porch light on, he stood up, sat down, and hastily gulped the last of the scotch so it wouldn’t look quite as much as if he’d been sitting there drinking and waiting for her.

The front door opened, then slammed shut and Jen made her way into the kitchen. “Have a good evening?” Gary asked.

“It was fine.” She cocked her head. “Don’t tell me you were waiting up for me.”

“Nope,” he said. “Just needed some thinking juice before I headed back to the novel.”

She pursed her lips. “That’s funny. Usually when you’re writing, you bring your scotch up to the office.”

“Look, Jen, I just came down here for a drink, not an argument. I needed a break and I wanted a drink and that’s all there is to it.”

“Fine, fine, fine.” She waved him off. “It’s going better then?”

He snorted. “Barely. But a little progress is progress.”

“Ah well. I’m sure you’ll sort it out,” she said with just the faintest dusting of condescension, letting him know with queasy familiarity that she didn’t think it mattered whether he sorted it out or not. She dropped her computer bag on the floor, then turned to go.

“Jen. Wait.”

“Yes?” She froze mid-stride.

“Did you,” and suddenly the words wouldn’t come. He couldn’t ask her if she’d left a candle burning; there’d been no candle there. “Did you see anything weird upstairs while you were packing?”

“Describe weird.” Her voice was heavy with suspicion.

“Oh, just…anything,” he said lamely. “Lights flickering—I thought I saw that and might have to get an electrician in.”

Jen exhaled loudly. “No, I haven’t seen anything weird. Any other questions? I’m very tired.”

“No, no. Good night, Jen.”

She walked off without answering. He could hear her feet on the stairs, and then the sound of the master bedroom door swinging shut.

“Fuck it,” he said, and went for another scotch.


CHAPTER THREE

Francesca woke him in the morning with a tail to the face and plaintive wail that indicated the previous night’s kibble was gone.

Jen was long gone, too. Gary didn’t even bother to check for her presence. These days, she was busy redefining what it meant to be a morning person, getting up at five to be in her office by six thirty. Gary’s office, on the other hand, operated on heavy flex time around a set of core hours. A quick look at his phone told him it was half past eight—plenty of time to get ready and get in before things got problematic. And Jen’s schedule was most definitely not for him.

Francesca yowled again as he rubbed his eyes. “Just a minute,” he told her, and that seemed to placate her. She hopped off the bed and raced to the doorway, looking back over her shoulder to see if he was coming.

With a grunt, Gary got out of bed and followed her. She kept racing ahead and then stopping to see if he would catch up, same as every morning. And like every morning he followed.

There was a note on the kitchen table for him when he got there, folded neatly with his name on it. Francesca gave an inquisitive yelp, but he shushed her and picked up the note.

“Gary,” it read, “going to be out late tonight. Don’t wait up for me.”

It wasn’t signed.

“Wasn’t planning on it,” he muttered to the empty air, sounding unconvincing even to himself. Grabbing a breakfast bar from the pantry shelves, he inhaled it before setting up to do the litterbox. “You’ve been busy, haven’t you,” he said to the cat as he dug in. The cat did not dignify him with a reply.

Grumbling about ungrateful quadrupeds, he headed upstairs to make his morning ablutions and prep for work. The breakfast bar before brushing his teeth had been a mistake, he decided, but not an irredeemable one. On the way into the bathroom, though, he stopped to stare for a minute at the spot where he’d thought he’d seen the candle the night before. It remained resolutely empty, and when he ran his fingers across it, it felt just as cool as it had the night before.

“Jesus, you’re starting to see things,” he admonished himself, then stripped down and stepped into the shower.

In hindsight, he decided as he shampooed his hair, it wasn’t a surprise his subconscious had dug up a candle if it was going to make him start hallucinating. It was a clean and simple thing, a sign of happier times. Of course he’d want to see it now, especially when Jen wasn’t around to contradict the vision with her hard reality and relentless logic. And it was obviously going to vanish when he got too close, when the real world reasserted itself. Mystery solved, and no need to make an ass of himself asking about it again.

Just one thought still nagged—why was the fiberglass where the candle had supposedly been sitting cool?

With a shrug, Gary tabled the internal discussion. He shut the water off and toweled off, then slipped into his usual work uniform of jeans and a black conference t-shirt. “Goodbye, cat,” he said, and went out the door.

The lot at work was mostly full, but that was to be expected. Revelation Entertainment had a flexible work schedule for its employees. As long as you were in between the core hours of ten and four and got your work done, you were good. Gary tended towards the in-at-ten side of the equation, staying later to make sure he made his hours and his deliverables. Gary had been at Revelation since the early days of the company, making him one of a handful of “elders” who mostly got crap from the younger employees for being old. He enjoyed it, however—in an industry where constant change was the only certainty, the fact that he’d held a job in one place as long as he had was a mark of achievement.

Flashing his keycard at the sensor, Gary went inside and pivoted right to head for his desk. There’d be plenty of time for coffee later, he decided, and he wanted to get started on the day’s work.

The seat opposite his was filled when he got there, a not uncommon phenomenon. Patrick Kwon had started as an intern and risen to lead, and was probably Gary’s closest friend at work. They’d been on the same team for a number of projects, and had an easy rapport that led many to compare them to an old married couple.

“Look what the cat finally decided to drag in.” Patrick was heavyset and wore a buzz cut with disdain for the rules of style. He mostly wore hockey sweaters from various teams except the local one, claiming he didn’t want to jinx them by shopping at their team store.

“Cat had a good night and slept in,” Gary replied. “What’s on fire today?”

“Man, don’t you ever check your phone before coming in?” Patrick began ticking things off on his fingers. “Combat system’s fucked, the overnight build failed, and the credit card reader on the snack hub is out of service. Other than that, not much.”

“OK then, nothing that affects me personally. Good. I’m going to get some coffee, because that’s free, as it should be. You want any?”

Patrick shook his head but extended his hand with his empty Boston Bruins mug. “Man, one day karma’s going to catch up to you and it’s going to be all about you, and you’re not gonna like it. And yes, black, two sugars.”

“You got it.” Gary activated his work station and then wandered off to the break room for the coffees. It was going to be a long day.

It was almost seven when he got home. True to her word, Jen’s car wasn’t in the driveway. Just as well, Gary thought as he checked the mailbox. Bill for him, bill for her, two fliers for local pizza joints and a handwritten postcard with an offer of lawn services. He made a mental note to tear the card up once he got inside, and went fishing for his keys.

Francesca was there to greet him at the door, meowing hungrily. “Missed you too,” he said, and leaned down to scratch her. “Yes, I know you’re hungry. Mommy didn’t come home and feed you, did she?”

The cat didn’t answer, instead trotting into the kitchen in expectation of the forthcoming meal. Gary sighed and followed her, dumping the mail on the kitchen table as he went. It was still just light enough he didn’t need to bother with the lights as he scraped wet food into a bowl for Francesca and freshened up her kibble. Immediately she dove in, mixing small yips of pleasure with noisy eating sounds. Gary watched for a moment, satisfied, and then went upstairs.

The mystery of the candle had been nagging at him all day, so he had devised a simple experiment to check to see if he was in fact crazy, or if there was something there after all. Raiding the stash of candles he kept in his office, he lit one and placed it on the side of the tub in the master bath. He set an alarm for half an hour and went to fiddle with email.

Thirty minutes later, Gary’s phone buzzed. He put the finishing touches on a lengthy email to a friend in London, then pushed back from his desk and headed into the bathroom. The candle was still there, burning brightly. The breeze from the air conditioning wasn’t enough to disturb the flame; it stood straight up and motionless.

Carefully he blew it out and picked it up, and felt the edge of the tub underneath where it had been sitting. It felt roughly room temperature, the same as when he felt to the left and the right. Then he placed his hand where the image of the candle had been the night before.

It was cool, significantly colder than where the candle had just been. He glanced up at the AC vent, but it was angled well away from the spot. Putting the now-extinguished candle down, he proceeded to pat down the entire tub.

Only that one spot was cool. The rest was room temperature, whether a candle had been sitting there recently or not.

“Huh,” Gary said, and then “This is fucking weird.” He stood there, passing the candle from hand to hand as he tried to think of a logical explanation. Maybe the cold water pipe came up in that exact spot? He didn’t know, and wouldn’t know where to begin asking.

A hiss from the doorway interrupted his reverie.

He looked over, startled. Francesca was there, back arched and tail fluffed out, making a noise like a steel gauntlet scraping a chalkboard.

“Easy, girl!” He’d never seen her like this. In the time since they’d adopted her, Francesca had been emphatically well behaved, apart from the occasional begging for kibble. He’d never heard her growl or hiss, or seen her claw at the furniture. To see her now, her face a mask of feral rage, was shocking. He walked toward her but she stood her ground, now growling low and harsh. It wasn’t until he stepped out of the bathroom and shut the door behind him that she relaxed. She shook her head once, then rubbed against Gary’s shin before walking off as if nothing had happened.

“That was also fucking weird,” Gary announced. He turned to re-open the bathroom door, hesitated for a moment, and then thought better of it. The candle he left where it was.

It had gotten dark by the time James called. Gary was on the couch, Francesca curled up next to him as they binge-watched Chopped when the phone buzzed.

“Hey, James,” Gary said as he turned down the volume. “What can I do for you? It’s got to be important—you called instead of texting.”

“Very funny. Ellie told me to call you and ask if you wanted to come over for scotch.”

Gary checked the time. It was getting on nine thirty, too late for more than a round if he was going to be responsible, which was largely his intention these days. “Sorry, man, it’s a school night. Can I take a rain check?”

“Sure. How’s Thursday?”

“Thursday’s fine, thanks.” He paused, then added, “Though I’m not sure it’s a good idea for me to be drinking. I’m starting to see things.”

“Like what?” James sounded moderately bemused. “We talking flying saucers here? The HOA swore there weren’t any sasquatches around when we signed the paperwork.”

“Ha ha. No, just…things. One thing, really. It’s not a big deal. I’ll tell you about it Thursday.” Already Gary was regretting mentioning it.

“No, no, tell me.” James was insistent. “You brought it up, after all.”

“So I did. Anyway, I thought I saw a candle burning in the bathroom, and when I double checked, it wasn’t there.”

James hmmmed for a moment. “Doesn’t sound too freaky. You like candles, after all.”

“Yeah, but not on the tub. That was always Jen’s thing.”

“Aha. Your subconscious is fucking with you, my friend. I wouldn’t be surprised if you saw a whole bunch more crap like that at least until she left the house, and maybe after. Your lizard brain wants everything back nice and normal, and it doesn’t believe normal can change.”

Gary exhaled wearily. “I’d agree with you, except for one thing. Francesca got a look at the spot where I saw the candle and freaked the hell out.”

“Oh, that’s easy. Cats are real sensitive to their owners’ moods, and, hate to tell you this but your mood hasn’t been the best lately. She probably picked up on that and got edgy.”

“How do you feel about that theory, cat?” Gary asked. Francesca gave an elaborate yawn in response, then settled back down. “Sorry, James, the cat isn’t buying it.”

“Cats are great liars, too.”

In spite of himself, Gary laughed. “You have data to back that up?”

“Observational data only, and that from a distance.”

“Right, I forgot you were allergic. So, you are talking completely out your ass here.”

Gary could hear James’ grin. “Yes, but it’s a friendly ass. All right. I’ll tell Ellie you’re coming by Thursday. No starting early and drinking on your own, unless you want to.”

“Like I said, man, it’s a school night. I’ll see you Thursday. Give Ellie my best.”

“She sends hers and threatens you with great bodily harm if you cancel on us.”

“Duly noted. Night, James.”

“Good night, Gary.” The connection broke, and Gary put down the phone.

“Mwraor?” Francesca looked at him inquisitively.

“No, cat, nothing to do with you. At least, not much.” He reached down and absently scratched her between the ears, willing himself to be relieved by what James had told him. He tried watching a few more minutes of television, but it had largely lost its appeal. Besides, best to be in bed when Jen got home lest they have another not-quite-argument over whether he’d been waiting up for her.

He shut off the television and scooped the cat up. She snuggled against him, purring softly. “Oh that’s how it’s going to be, is it?” he said affectionately, trudging up the stairs. Turning on the hall light as he went, he headed for the master bath.

And all hell broke loose.

As soon as he got within sight of the bathroom, Francesca’s demeanor changed again. She growled, squirming frantically with her claws out. “Whoah, whoah kitty. Take it easy!” But she kept writhing until she wriggled free, growling all the while. A claw caught Gary across the cheek as she leaped to freedom, and then she was gone down the hallway and galloping down the stairs.

“Jesus, cat.” Gary put his hand to his cheek and it came away wet; she’s gotten him good and deep on the way out. He rinsed it and pressed a tissue to the cut, then held it there until he was sure the bleeding had stopped. Tossing the tissue in the trash, he brushed his teeth and, in an act of defiance against himself, decided not to floss.

The spot on the tub was still cool, though. He checked it three times, then went off to bed, bellowing fruitlessly for the cat.


CHAPTER FOUR

Morning brought with it the usual scrabbling for kibble, as if nothing unusual had happened the night before. Gary traced the line on his cheek where Francesca’s claw had caught him, and shook his head. “If you weren’t so fluffy, cat, we’d be having words right now.” Francesca pretended to not understand a word he’d said and headed for the kitchen, with Gary following heavy-legged after.

There was another note on the table, folded the same way as the previous day’s. Gary stared at it for a moment, then decided not to read it. More of the same, he supposed. She’d be home late, don’t wait up, don’t cause a scene.

She used to leave notes that were different, he reflected. Back in the day, he’d come down in the morning and find love notes instead, little handwritten tidbits that said “I love you” or “Let’s stay in tonight.” Not any longer, though.

Just another good thing from the marriage gone bad, he thought. Another box ticked on the list of good memories thoroughly overwritten.

The thought stayed with him all day. The hours crawled by and he was sluggish and irritable. leading his producer to ask him if he was all right.

Which presented Gary with a dilemma. At Jen’s insistence, they’d agreed to keep word of their impending separation quiet. The way Gary saw it, it would save awkward questions if they managed to salvage things and got back together; Jen had gone on record as saying she simply didn’t want to be peppered with well-meaning “advice” from her family if they found out. He’d told James and Ellie, but no one else, and had decided to keep it that way. “Everything’s fine,” he said. “Just didn’t sleep well.”

Which was true as far as it went, but lacked conviction. The producer went away unconvinced, Gary went back to his spreadsheets and the rest of the day crawled along.

He got home around seven. Much to his surprise, Jen’s car was in the driveway and Jen was in the kitchen making herself dinner.

“Hey you,” he said. “I thought you were going to be out late tonight.”

“What gave you that idea?” She looked at him sideways over microwave.

“Your note,” he replied innocently. “That’s what your notes usually say these days, so if I misread, I apologize.”

Jen stared at him. “I didn’t leave any note this morning.”

He crossed to the fridge and took out a beer. “Well, somebody did, and it wasn’t me.”

There was frost in Jen’s voice. “I’m telling you, I didn’t leave a note.”

Gary popped the lid off the beer and took a healthy swig. “Well if you didn’t, who did?”

Where there had been frost, now there was ice. “There was no note, and I don’t know why you’re insisting there was one. If this is some kind of weird guilt trip, Gary, I’m not in the mood.”

“I swear there was a note!” Gary said. “I don’t know. Maybe it was yesterday’s—”

“I threw out yesterday’s.”

“Maybe it was another piece of paper, I don’t know. But I thought I saw a note.”

Jen shook her head. “Whatever, Gary.” The microwave pinged and she opened it, removing the frozen dinner inside.

“You don’t have to eat that crap, you know,” he said desperately, trying to salvage the conversation. “I could cook.”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Jen said, and took her plate into the TV room.

Gary watched her go. “Well, shit,” he muttered, and polished off the rest of the beer in a single swig. He put the bottle down on the counter and grabbed another one from the fridge without thinking, fighting the momentary urge to follow and press the issue.

Instead, he walked over to the table to pick up the note and see what it said.

There was no note.

To be more accurate, there was no new note. Yesterday’s was gone, and there was no matching one from the morning. Cursing under his breath, Gary went to the trash can to see if it had gotten itself thrown out, but there was nothing in the bin but microwave dinner boxes. Another sweep of the table yielded nothing, leaving him standing there, beer in hand with a look of confusion on his face.

Possibility one was that there had been a note that Jennifer had destroyed and lied about for some reason. The ugly term “gaslighting” reared its head and hung around for a moment before subsiding.

Possibility two was that he had in fact been mistaken and had seen yesterday’s note from a bad angle.

Possibility three was that there had been no note, and that he was seeing things. And that brought to mind the candle that he’d thought he’d seen. Carefully, he wiped his hand dry and reached out to touch the table where he’d thought he’d seen the note.

It was cool, the same way the side of the bathtub had been cool.

“Fuck.” He stared at the table for a moment, then finished his beer. Very deliberately, he put it next to the other bottle in the recycling bin and went for a third. Normally he limited himself to two on a work night, but special occasions called for special measures. Or occasionally, for getting shitfaced to avoid facing whatever it was he was up against.

If it was possibility one, he was screwed. If there were any hope of reconciling, Jen wouldn’t be doing that. And if she were screwing with him on that small a level, God alone knew what else she was doing to come out of the marriage with a financial advantage. Gary preferred not to think that of her, though. She’d played it straight so far, as far as he knew, and it wouldn’t do to accuse her without ironclad proof.

If it was possibility two, then it was a mistake and life would go on. Jen would put another checkmark next to “Gary is an idiot” in her ledger and that would be that. Except she’d been adamant that she’d thrown yesterday’s note out, which meant that possibility two was a lot less likely.

Which left possibility three, which he didn’t want to consider. At best it meant the stress of the impending separation had him seeing things. At worst…

What was it at worst? Phantom notes and candles? He didn’t know, didn’t want to know, didn’t want to think about it.

And it wasn’t as if he could talk to Jen about it.

“Fuck this noise,” he finally said, and grabbed another beer before heading upstairs toward his office where, he hoped, no surprises waited for him.

His office was a bastion of, if not normalcy, then at least comfort. Bookshelves lined three walls, stuffed two deep with horror and science fiction paperbacks. More books sat in neat piles on the floor, patiently waiting their turn to be shelved.

The fourth wall held his desk and a couple of pieces of art he’d picked up at science fiction conventions, black and white pen and ink sketches of scenes from favorite books. When they’d first bought the house, Jen had insisted on
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