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      I have no idea how to start this… I’ve changed it a score of times. If you’re reading this then you obviously have good taste in books and you are probably already well versed in Rick’s works… or perhaps this is the first Hautala book you’ve ever picked up…? I have no way of knowing.


      So I guess the best I can do is tell you my Rick story. It means a lot to me and I’m still choked up that I was asked to write this intro in the first place.


      A little over 20 years ago, around 1991, I was going through an interesting stretch in my life. Bad things had been happening and my favorite escape was to go outside with a good book and read. At this time I was given a box full of horror titles. I was in my early teens, and while I had started out reading Tolkien and other fantasy stuff, horror called to me.


      There were several good books in that box, but the only one that mattered was a perfect first printing of the Little Brothers paperback. That was my first Rick Hautala book. I was totally hooked. It had everything I have come to love in horror (especially coming from a fantasy reading background): It had monsters (and cool original ones at that), it had a teenage protagonist avenging the loss of his mother (hey I was 13 and only had my mother at the time), it had role-playing (my other escape), it had a harrowing battle in the woods and underground (I love hiking and caving). It had everything I love.


      The rest of my ’90s was spent reading King and Koontz, and then a return to reading fantasy. Those dark times got worse and my mother and I found ourselves living out of car for a while and in worse places. Moving constantly and losing parts of my life all over the state. It culminated in finally having to leave home, my family, and even my dreams behind.


      Ok… Bear with me – this really is about Rick Hautala, and we’re getting back to the better parts. In 2008 I was in a better place and I wanted to read horror again. I also had my dreams back… I wanted to be a writer. I started hanging out in online creative forums and getting to know new writers and the small press. One day, I found Rick Hautala on one of those websites, and my memories of Little Brothers flooded back in. Through all my moving around, being homeless for a time, and everything else… I still had my first printing of that novel. It was one of only a handful of books that had managed to stay with me through it all. I started hunting more of Rick’s books and in my search I discovered this small Convention in Rhode Island. NECON.


      My first NECON was in 2010. I arrive, nervous. I know some of these people only from the Internet, and there were going to be a bunch of real writers there. I unpacked and sat in my room for a few minutes. During the trip from my car to the building I had run into a few people I knew on sight but didn’t actually know. I gathered my courage and boldly stepped out into the “quad.” While I fought to regain control of my nerves, I ran into one person I had met before. He was kind enough to offer to take me around. He pointed out Jack Ketchum going into a room and then turned and said, “There’s Rick Hautala.” I was so excited! Not more than 15 feet away from where I stood, Rick was signing into the register and collecting his room key.


      My guide, sensing my excitement then said, “Want to go meet him?”


      To which I replied, “What!? I couldn’t, I mean he hasn’t even gotten to his room yet. That would be annoying for me to just bother him and all.”


      “What? Writers are all an extroverted and easy going lot, no worries. Hey Rick! I got one of your biggest fans here!” he yelled, despite only a short distance separating us. I took the extrovert comment to be a joke on the fact that I was rather introverted and shy.


      “Bah. I don’t have fans.” Rick said. I didn’t know he was called the ‘Eeyore of Horror’, yet.


      Just like that I was walked over and introduced to Rick, and just like that I loved him. He was great. Someone took a picture of us, and every time I look at it I feel happy (and sad) all over again. I told him the story of my teens and how I still had that first copy of Little Brothers and how much I loved it. After that he would refer to me as the Little Brothers guy (usually when he forgot my name… hey we just met so I forgive that). The rest of that weekend was great: I got that book signed, Rick tried to give me a free book (I already had an ARC and a HC of it), during one night while I wandered alone he called me over to the gazebo and we talked about books and music and life and I got introduced to dozens of other people who have all since become my friends.


      Every NECON has been magic and that particular NECON was my time with Rick. It wasn’t enough time, sadly, but I treasure each of those conversations. I wish I had called him more and I wish my job had allowed me to go to other cons and spend more time with him.


      Now back to this novel. When we (Crossroad Press) got the first books from Rick to convert into eBooks, there literally was a fight between myself and David Dodd over which titles we would get to edit. For a very long time I thought Rick wrote awesome monster stories, it wasn’t until 2008 that I realized that he was a master of the psychological ghost story. Ghost Light is a prime example of that genre. It is everything Rick talked about when he talked about what a Ghost story was to him. I don’t want to go too far into the details, into his definition, because I think that would give away too much of the story. Since some of you might be first-time readers, it would be unfair of me to ruin it for you.


      Hopefully I have not digressed too long, and have not bored you with my story. I just wanted to share some of what Rick Hautala meant to me. I miss him terribly and I’m thankful for every minute I got to spend with him.


      
        
      


      Kurt M. Criscione


      November 5, 2013
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      Prologue: August


      
        
      


      Leaving Omaha


      
        
      


      For the last three hours, Cindy Toland had maintained such a tight grip on the steering wheel that prickly waves of cold spread like dry ice up her wrists and elbows. The chilly numbness went deep, like a painful sickness, into her joints and bones. She alternately shook one hand, then the other. Leaning forward, she stared through the windshield at the rain-slick, black stretch of Interstate 80 as it unspooled in front of her. The wipers slapped back and forth with a steady, sloshy beat. The beams from her car’s headlights shot ahead of her, impotent translucent rays that did little to beat back the hot, pressing August night. Only the broken white lines of the passing lanes were in sharp focus, strobing like the steady flashes of runway landing lights.


      Jesus Christ, I can’t believe I’m doing this… She sawed her teeth back and forth over her lower lip. A hot stinging filled her eyes and a sour taste flooded the back of her throat. She wanted to cry—had to cry, but she couldn’t let herself do it. Not now. Not yet. Maybe once she was safe…


      A slipstream of cool air whistled in through the narrow opening of the driver’s window. Through it, Cindy heard her car’s tires on the wet pavement. It sounded like the long, slow tearing of cloth. She was tired, and the unvarying noise made her feel even more tired, but she shook her head and forced her eyes to stay wide open.


      She tensed at the lights of cars coming toward her or from behind. Her foot would snap up off the accelerator, and she would check the speedometer, making sure it wasn’t reading even one mile over the speed limit. She was convinced that every car on the Interstate tonight was an Iowa State Police cruiser. Any minute now, she was sure she’d see the sudden flicker of blue lights start up on the roof of a distant vehicle.


      Cindy couldn’t stop wondering if she was going to have to face the rest of her life like this, living with a cold, hard knot in her stomach, always looking over her shoulder and up ahead. Would she ever feel normal again? Whatever the hell normal was!


      A cold sheen of beaded moisture stood out on her face. Her throat was parched, but she had finished the last of the Citrus Cooler she’d bought at the rest stop outside of Des Moines more than an hour ago. Now her bladder was full, swelling with dull pressure in her abdomen. She didn’t dare take an exit to find a roadside rest area. Not yet. Not until she had at least another hour between her and Omaha. And even then, it might not be safe. In fact, she knew it might never be safe again…


      Every now and then, her gaze would shift from the road ahead to the rearview mirror. Her pursed lips, cheekbones, and eyebrows were underlit by the eerie green of the dashboard lights. The dim reflection of her fear-rounded eyes stared back at her, unsettling her even more.


      Those are the eyes of a crazy woman. A tiny whimper escaped from her—the sound of a small animal in pain.


      She chanced looking longer into the rearview mirror, where she could barely discern other faces, small and round and ghastly white, floating in the darkness behind her back. They looked like sad, wrinkled balloons. A wave of chills rippled up her spine, and the flesh at the base of her neck turned slimy. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but the words—whatever they might have been—died in her throat, bottled up like a poison she dared not release.


      The road continued to unroll in front of her, an eternal, straight black ribbon as shiny as black enamel in the glow of her headlights. At times, Cindy had the disorienting sensation that she wasn’t moving at all, that she was sitting perfectly still as the night washed over her like a cold, black river, and the darkness closed in behind her.


      “I want to go home.”


      The voice was faint, an almost inaudible gasp above the ripping sound of the tires. Cindy gripped the steering wheel even tighter, if that was possible, and her teeth sawed across her lower lip faster, almost drawing blood. She cleared her throat, about to say something, but couldn’t sort out the right words from the cascade of thoughts that filled her mind. She knew she should act with confidence, show no weakness, but the strain was finally getting to her. Now that she had really done it, she wasn’t at all sure she had the strength. She stared at the faces reflected in the rearview mirror, disoriented by the impression that they weren’t really there.


      “Aunt Cindy… I want to go home.”


      The voice almost light and airy, a little girl’s voice, but there was a terrified twist to it that cut Cindy to the quick.


      “Yes, honey,” Cindy said, her own voice croaking like a frog.


      “I—I want to go home now… Can we go home?”


      Clenching her jaw, Cindy glanced into the rearview and shook her head. For a moment, the two faces hovering in the darkness behind her blurred as tears filled her eyes. She saw two pairs of eyes—scared and lonely, with tears glistening like the rain-slick road—staring back at her.


      “No, honey,” Cindy said in a tight whisper. “I—I can’t take you back home. I—I’m sorry, but…”


      “I’m hungry and I’m cold and I have to go pee,” said another voice.


      Cindy’s gaze shifted back to the road for a second, then connected with the dim reflection of a boy’s face.


      “Billy… honey, look, I just want to… to drive a little while longer, okay? I just want to make sure we… that we’re not being followed.”


      “But why can’t we go back home with our father?”


      The boy was obviously struggling to sound tough, and even through her panic and pain, Cindy had to admire him. “We just can’t, all right? We’re going someplace else.” She was struggling to control her voice. “We’re going someplace where we’ll all be safe and happy.”


      “But I just wanna go home!” the boy said in a voice that perfectly mixed demand with frightened pleading.


      “I’m sorry, but we just can’t,” Cindy said, but even before she had finished her statement, the sound of a heart-wrenching cry filled the car. The little girl’s frail voice fought through the hitching sobs that wracked her.


      “I—I want to—want to see my mo-o-o-m-m-m-my!”


      The last word rose and rose until it became a coyote-like howl that pierced like a cold, steel drill to the center of Cindy’s soul.


      “Honey—” Cindy said. A hot, choking sensation filled her mouth. “Your mommy’s de—” Her voice suddenly cut off. Panicking, she stared at the road and corrected her steering. She blinked her eyes rapidly and wiped them with the back of her wrist so she could see what she was doing.


      “You have to trust me—both of you,” she said. At least to her own ears, her voice sounded oddly like someone else’s. “I’m taking you to where we’ll all be happy… I mean really happy from now on.”


      “But—but how… how can we be?” the little girl said between wrenching gasps. “How can we be… when even the… even she’s so sad?”


      Cindy shifted her gaze to the rearview mirror again and let out a gasp. For a flickering instant, she thought she saw a third face, pale and translucent, floating above the children in the darkness behind her. But when she blinked her eyes, she realized that she was looking at her own reflection.


      “Who’s sad?” Cindy asked even as a heavy pounding sound filled her ears.


      “The blue lady,” said the little girl. “The blue lady’s sad. She’s crying all the time… all the time…”
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      Chapter One


      
        
      


      The Final Argument


      
        
      


      Debbie Harris cringed when she heard the garage door roll down and then slam shut. It sounded like a mass of boulders, thundering down a hillside, stopping with a final rumbling shudder. She could tell, just by the way it sounded, that Alex was drunk on his ass; and now that he was home, she knew that it would all start up again, the same way it always started up.


      Thank God, she thought, at least the kids are upstairs, asleep.


      Just like nearly every other night of the week, Alex had gone out drinking with his buddies straight from work. Three or more nights out of five, he never even came home for supper. For better than a year, now, Debbie hadn’t even bothered to set a place for him at the dining room table. Why go through the agony? Why deal with the heart-breaking, unspoken questions on both Billy’s and Krissy’s faces?


      Where’s Daddy? How come Daddy’s not home for supper?


      Debbie guessed Alex had been out to the Eagle’s Nest, the bar at the airport, either that or else one of the strip joints in downtown Omaha. It was well after midnight now, and she knew with dread certainty that he would burst into the house, stewed to the gills. God, most nights he was lucky to make it home without getting stopped by a cop or killed in an accident.


      No, wait a minute, that wasn’t luck!


      She would have been lucky if one of these nights he wrapped his car around a telephone pole. But she was tired of waiting for something like that, some divine intervention to get her out of her own, private hell. After months of agonizing over it, of talking to her sister and her minister, she had made up her mind. Now, if only she had the courage to follow through. But, like so many times before, she was afraid that when it came right down to saying the words I’m leaving you and I’m taking the kids, she would chicken out.


      Lord knows, in the past he’d beat her for saying much less!


      Sitting on the edge of her chair at the kitchen table, she focused on the open kitchen window, waiting to see his shadow slide across the screen as he made his way up the steps to the side door. She regretted that she hadn’t gone up to bed and at least faked being asleep, but she knew from painful experience that he would come upstairs and wake her up as soon as he didn’t find her downstairs. No, facing him here in the kitchen was best. At least the kids might not wake up once they started in with the yelling.


      And, oh, yes—there would be yelling tonight!


      Debbie folded her arms across her chest, heaved a deep sigh, and rubbed her biceps in an attempt to get rid of the spray of goose bumps that had covered her arms in spite of the pressing heat of the June night. No breeze came in through the open window; nothing to stir the air. That was early summer in Nebraska, for you. The curtains hung there, damp and limp from the humidity. From outside came the high, whining buzz of the cicadas, and below that, like the clopping of an axe, Debbie heard the erratic scuff of Alex’s shoes as he staggered up the concrete walkway.


      Why does it have to be this way? she wondered as she twined her fingers together in her lap. Why in the name of Christ does it have to be this way?


      Tears filled her eyes and threatened to spill, but she sniffed loudly and wiped her eyes with the heels of her hands, fighting hard for composure. She thought back on what her minister had told her, that she was a vessel of God, and that she had an obligation to stop the suffering of one of God’s beautiful creatures.


      Don’t cry! Just don’t cry! The time for crying is long past! she told herself. She knew, if he saw her sitting here, bawling her eyes out, he might not even give her a chance to say what she had to say before he started in on her.


      Debbie sniffed, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and shook her head tightly.


      Christ, as if he needed an excuse to start in on her. She could be wearing the wrong color nightgown or the dishes for supper, which he hadn’t come home for, would still be in the sink, and that would be enough to set him off. She had learned over the last eleven years of marriage to this man that nothing—absolutely nothing she did would please him. And that’s why—tonight she had decided that she had to tell Alex that she was leaving him. She’d made up her mind. Upstairs, she had a suitcase packed for her and one for each of the kids, and she was going to spend a few days or weeks at her sister’s house until she figured out what she was going to do, but this was it. She was leaving! She had to if she wanted to hang onto whatever shreds of sanity and self-respect she still had. She had to if she wanted to spare Billy and Krissy any more of the agony of living in the same house with a man as violent as Alex.


      She jumped when she saw the dark smear of his shadow shift across the screen. His foot stomped heavily on the first step, sounding like a gunshot in the night. Debbie jerked forward and almost stood up, but then eased back into the chair.


      No, she told herself. Don’t go to the door to meet him. Don’t even stand up. Stay cool and calm, as detached as you can be, so you won’t be an easy target. Sit here and as rationally and as quietly as you can, say what you have to say. Don’t give him a chance to react, much less overreact. And maybe, if you’re lucky, if there truly is a God who watches over widows, orphans, and maybe even abused wives, maybe he’s so damned drunk he’ll pass out before he can beat the living shit out of you.


      Maybe…


      Just maybe…
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      “What the fuck’re you lookin’ at?”


      Alex pulled the screen door open and braced it by leaning against it as he gripped both sides of the door jamb and glared into the house. The overhead kitchen light was much too bright. It stung his eyes, making them water. The whining sounds of the cicadas rose higher and higher, spiraling around him like the whine of those goddamned jet engines he worked on at the airport five fucking days a week. He couldn’t see Debbie’s face clearly; it was nothing more than a watery blur, looming at him from the glaring yellow room, but damned if it didn’t look like she was smiling at him.


      Christ, the bitch was laughing at him!


      “What’s so fuckin’ funny?”


      “…nothing…” came the reply, but he could barely hear her voice over the buzzing cicada sounds and the high-pitched ringing inside his head. For several seconds, he thought that he might still be staring up into the spotlight, and that the woman he was looking at wasn’t his wife at all, but one of the dancers who would soon begin to gyrate to the heavy beat of the music and start taking off her clothes.


      Breathing deeply and shaking his shoulders, Alex took a step into the room, letting the door swing shut behind him. When it hit with a bang, he noticed Debbie’s reaction: she jerked back quickly as if he had slapped her. And that—goddamnit!—was exactly what he was going to do if the bitch didn’t stop sitting there, smiling at him… laughing at him! The overhead light shadowed her eyes, and she looked like a raccoon—like a big-assed, fucking crazy, grinning raccoon.


      “You got supper ready for me?” he asked.


      He took a few lurching steps into the house toward the refrigerator, then tripped. He had to grab onto the door handle to keep from falling. The tile pattern on the floor spun around like the colored lights of a merry-go-round.


      “I—there might be a few slices of left-over pizza,” she said. Her hand lifted and, trembling, pointed at the refrigerator.


      “Pizza? Cold pizza? You expect me to eat fucking cold pizza?”


      “I can put it in the microwave for you,” she said mildly, but he noticed that she made no motion to stand up. She just sat there, staring at him with that dumb-ass smile plastered across her face.


      I’ll take care of that smile, he thought. I’ll wipe the goddamned floor with it if you don’t cut it out!


      He moved toward her but tripped again on his own feet and banged into the table. Debbie let out a thin squeal and leaned back, but not fast enough to avoid his hand as he swung it around at her. The palm caught her squarely on the side of the face with a loud crack, and her head snapped back.


      “Then get it for me!” he shouted, fumbling to pull out a chair. He sat down heavily and let loose a rumbling burp. “And get me a fuckin’ beer while you’re at it!”


      He was satisfied by the expression of utter surprise in her eyes as she clamped both hands over her face and stared at him, trembling. He felt even better when she took her hand away and stood up, and he saw the wide, red welt blossoming like a flower on her cheek.


      “That’ll teach you to just sit there like a fuckin’ stooge when I’m hungry.”


      He cupped his face in his hands as he leaned forward onto the table. One elbow slipped off the edge, but he caught himself before he banged his head on the table.


      “So what’d you do today?” he asked, watching like a hungry hawk as his wife took the cold pizza from the refrigerator, quietly spread three slices on a paper plate, covered them with a paper towel, and slipped them into the microwave oven. The beep-beeps the oven made as she set the timer felt like thin spikes were being driven into his ears. He glared at her, clenching his fists tightly.


      “What’s with you tonight? Cat got your tongue? I asked you what the fuck you did today? You go shopping, or out to eat with your numb-nuts sister, or what?”


      Debbie turned and looked at him, but she remained silent. Was that fucking irritating grin still on her face? Goddamn he was going to have to teach her a lesson if she kept that shit up!


      “Noth—nothing,” Debbie finally replied with a quick shake of her head. She leaned back against the counter as though she needed it for support.


      “Well I’d say you’re acting pretty damned peculiar,” Alex snarled. “What’d you do, total the car or something? Or did you blow the rest of this week’s grocery money on a fucking dress or something?”


      “Well, I did do a little shopping,” she said. Her voice trembled terribly and was still almost too low for him to hear. “I—I had to get Billy some new sneakers.”


      “Oh, yeah—and I suppose you had to buy him some of them fuckin’ designer sneakers, right? Nikes or Reeboks, right? Them kind that cost like a hundred dollars.”


      “No. Actually, I got a pretty good deal at—”


      She stopped talking when the sudden high-pitched alarm sounded from the microwave. Alex plugged his ears until the sound stopped, then sat back, hooked his thumbs through his belt loops, and watched her with slitted eyes as she slid the plate across the table to him. Was it his imagination, or was she still shying away from him, cringing, like she expected him to hit her again? Christ, didn’t she realize he only hit her when she irritated the shit out of him, when she made him do it?


      He frowned as he looked down at the pizza in front of him. The cheese had turned into a thin, black crust, and watery tomato sauce ran onto the plate, threatening to soak through within seconds. Steam curled up like thin fog. The burned tomato smell almost made him gag.


      “This is the best you can do?”


      Debbie shrugged and went back to leaning against the counter. “I… had no idea when you’d be home.”


      “You tryin’ to scald me or what?” Alex said, prodding the pizza with his forefinger. “And by the way, I thought I asked you to get me a beer, too.”


      Debbie stayed where she was for a moment. Alex watched as her lips moved back and forth. She looked like she was trying like hell to say something, but she didn’t make a sound.


      “Well… I’m waiting…”


      “Alex,” she said at last, after clearing her throat. “I think we… we have to have a talk.”


      “Oh, yeah? A talk? ’Bout what? Tell me the truth. You didn’t fuck up the car or anything, did you?”


      Debbie was chewing on her lower lip as she shook her head in denial.


      “Not about the car,” she said, barely a whisper. “About us.”


      Alex licked his forefinger clean as he glared up at her. The light in the room was still much too bright for him. He had to squint to see her… to see if she was still laughing at him.


      “And what do you want to say about us?” he asked, letting the words slur to show just how little he cared.


      Debbie stood there, wringing her hands. Her eyes kept shifting around the room, from him to the door to the window and then back to him.


      “I—uh, I don’t know quite how to put this,” she said, “but over the last few weeks, you know, I’ve been thinking… a lot, and I… I don’t like what’s happening between you and me, and I—”


      “Don’t like what?” Alex shouted, so loud it hurt his throat. He was pleased to see her cringe away from him. She was getting the message. She knew who the fuck was in charge around here!


      “I… I don’t like how you’ve been acting,” she said. “How you’re never around and how you’re—”


      “Never around?” he shouted. He clenched his fist and brought it down hard onto the table. “Never around! You mean I’m never around ’cause I’m out at the fucking airport ten or twelve fucking hours a day, bustin’ my goddamned knuckles, workin’ on that machinery? Is that why I’m never around?”


      Debbie shrugged and obviously wanted to say more, but she remained silent.


      “I mean, Christ on a cross! I don’t see you out there looking for a job.”


      Debbie looked down at the floor, twisting her hands together. “I thought we agreed that I wouldn’t look for work, not until Krissy was in school full time.”


      “Oh, yeah—sure! Jesus Christ!” He pushed his plate of pizza angrily away from him so fast it shot off the edge of the table and landed face down on the floor, not far from Debbie’s feet. Slouching back in his chair, Alex eyed her angrily, breathing heavily through his nostrils.


      “So that’s the level of appreciation I get for what I do for you, huh? You wait up ’till after fuckin’ midnight just so you can start bitchin’ at me how I’m ‘never around.’ What is it? You begrudge me the little time off I get to spend with my friends? Is that it?”


      Debbie shook her head tightly. “No,” she said, no more than a whimper. “But I—”


      “But you nothing!” he said in a sing-song, pouty voice. Then he pounded the table again, even harder. “Christ, you get to fly around all goddamned day, doing whatever the hell you want, pissing away my hard-earned money. I don’t see where my going out for a few beers after work is asking all that much. Do you? ’Never around!’ Jesus Christ! You’re fuckin’ lucky I bother to come home at all, considering the bullshit I have to put up with from you!”


      “Come on, Alex. Keep your voice down. You might wake up the kids.”


      “Yeah—? Well, who gives a fuck about the kids! Fuck you and the kids! I tell you, I’m sick and fuckin’ tired of the way you lay this bullshit on me. ‘Never around!’ Christ, I’ve had it! Right up to here! “He made a quick cutting motion with his hand as if he were trying to slice his own throat. “I’ve fuckin’ had it!”


      “Well then maybe I’ll do you a favor, and you won’t have to put up with me anymore,” Debbie said. The words seemed to tumble out of her mouth so fast Alex wasn’t exactly sure he’d heard her correctly. He sucked in a breath between his teeth and held it a moment, scowling at her.


      “What’d you say?”


      “I said, maybe you won’t have to put up with my shit anymore. Maybe I’m just as fed up with all of this as you are!” She swallowed noisily before adding, “Maybe I want out just as much as you do!”


      “What’re you sayin’?”


      Alex bobbed his head like a chicken and shifted forward in his chair, his fists tightening at his sides. Blood rose to his face in a hot rush.


      “What the fuck are you saying?”


      Debbie squared her shoulders, but Alex thought it looked like she was shivering. And he saw—yes, goddamnit!—she was still smiling at him, smirking, like she had some huge, private joke. And in her eyes, he could see that she was laughing at him, laughing her mother-fucking ass off at him! Hell, she might look a little bit scared of him, but he’d just have to show her. He’d make damned sure she was scared of him! He leapt to his feet, kicking the chair back so it fell behind him as he glared at her, fuming with rage. His fists bobbed at his sides as if he were hefting bricks, testing their weight.


      “Are you trying to tell me you want to leave?”


      Debbie reached up and gingerly touched the red welt on the side of her face where he had slapped her. She nodded.


      Alex stepped around the table moving slowly toward her, like a jaguar, stalking his prey. His wrists and forearms ached with a low, burning heat as he squeezed his fists tightly. He gritted his teeth, grinding them back and forth, bottling up the bellow of rage that was building up inside him.


      “Do you think…” It took a great deal of effort to keep his voice steady. “Do you actually think that after all the years of putting up with your shit, that I’d let you walk out of here like—like that?” He snapped his fingers in front of her face, inches from her chin. She cowered away from him, her back arching over the kitchen sink. Her lower lip was trembling, and her eyes, round and glistening, reflected back two distorted images of himself as he loomed close to her face.


      “Is that what you really think?” he hissed, smothering the last word with twisted laughter. “You really think you can just walk out on me and stick me with two kids to raise and an ass-high pile of bills? Your fuckin’ bills? Huh? Is that it?”


      Debbie whimpered and shook her head, biting down hard on her lower lip. Her breathing was as fast as a frightened rabbit’s, hissing between her teeth.


      Alex reached out and, almost gently, cupped the back of her head with one hand. Then he twined his lingers through her long, brown hair and pulled her forward, pressuring her until their noses almost touched. He felt a strong impulse to open his mouth wide and bite her, but instead he smiled, feeling wave after wave of exhilaration when he saw the look of stark terror in her eyes.


      “Why, Debbie… Debbie darlin’,” he said in a low gravelly growl. “You know goddamned right well that I can’t let you walk out on me like that. No-fuckin’-way! Whatever gave you the idea that you could?”


      “I—we—it’s just that—”


      “Your sister! I’ll bet it was your fucking sister who put you up to this. She did, didn’t she?”


      He balled her hair into his fist and pulled down, shaking her head roughly up and down, as if she were agreeing with him. A flood of tears streamed from Debbie’s eyes. Her lips and face were pale except for the bright red splotch on her cheek.


      “Didn’t she?”


      “… no…”


      “Bullshit! I’ll bet my left ball she did. I’ll bet this whole fucking thing is something you and she cooked up, right? Right?”


      He shook his head as though scolding a small child who had disappointed him.


      “But you should have known that I wouldn’t let you do it. Why—hell, darlin’, my life would be a fuckin’ wreck without you. I’d miss your yummy home cookin’.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the pizza smeared on the floor. “And I’d miss the cute little way you wait up for me when I stay out late. And you know, the thing I’d miss most is the way you fuck me! I’d miss the cute little way you suck my dick.”


      He twisted her hair around so her knees buckled and she had to kneel forward to try to stop the pain. Even so, tears filled her eyes and started streaming down her cheeks. Her lower lip was trembling, and anything she might have been trying to say was lost beneath the blubbering wail of pain coming from her.


      “Why don’t you do that for me now, huh?” Alex said. His free hand went down to his crotch as he shifted his hips forward hard enough to knock her head back against the counter. “Why don’t you open wide and suck me dry?”


      “… please….”


      Alex laughed heartily as he looked down at the top of her head and, grabbing both of her ears, banged her face roughly against his crotch.


      “Ah-hah, so you do want it! Don’t you? You want it so bad you’re beggin’ for it? Come on, then. Let’s do it! Let’s fuckin’-A do it!”


      He released his grip on her hair and reached down to start unbuckling his belt. As soon as she was free, though, Debbie twisted to one side and started scrambling away from him on her hands and knees. Alex laughed, thinking she looked like a cat, trying to get traction on a slick tile floor. With a shout of rage, he grabbed her arm and tried to yank her to her feet, but she was dead weight and slipped from his grasp. She flopped back against the cupboard, her head lolling to one side as if her neck was no longer connected. Her lips moved. She seemed to be trying to say something as she looked vacantly up at him, but her voice was nothing but a strangled rattle in the back of her throat. A yellowish foam flecked her lips, which looked pale, almost white.


      Alex took a step away from her to get better footing, but his foot slipped on the pizza he had dropped, and he flopped forward, slamming Debbie’s head back against the cupboard door. Pots and pans clattered inside the cupboard. Debbie looked at him, her eyes glazed as she exhaled noisily and silently slouched to one side. Disoriented and angry, Alex grabbed her by the shoulders before she could fall to the floor. He checked his footing and then, before he could think clearly about what he was doing, lifted her up to the level of the counter top and slammed her head hard against the edge. There was a heavy, crackling thud that sounded in Alex’s ears like a bagful of broken glass hitting the floor.


      “There, goddamnit!” he shouted.


      Panting heavily, he stood up and let her body slide back slowly onto the floor. He brushed his hands together, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as he grinned viciously down at her. He hadn’t yet noticed the bright splash of blood that had squirted across the counter top.


      “There, by Jesus! That’ll fuckin’ teach you to try ’n fuck with me, you bitch!”


      He took a deep breath, and when his vision cleared, he saw the blood. An icy jolt traveled up his back to the base of his neck. Leaning forward, he looked closely and, without touching it, saw the deep, triangular indentation just above Debbie’s left ear. Pearly gray fragments of bone stuck out like teeth from underneath her hair, which was clotted with a thick wash of blood that dripped down onto her neck and shoulder, then to the floor.


      “Oh, Jesus,” Alex muttered as he straightened up and took several unsteady steps backwards. He could see that Debbie wasn’t breathing, and her eyes were wide open, staring blankly at the floor.


      “Oh, Jesus!… Oh, shit!”


      
        
      


      3


      
        
      


      “Well,” Detective Murray said solemnly, “we have reports from your neighbors on both sides of your house that they heard you and your wife arguing earlier tonight.”


      Alex nodded agreement. He was sitting on the edge of a metal folding chair, his hands tight fists in his lap. The air-conditioner was running on high, so the squad room seemed arctic cold. At this late hour, the police station echoed with a deserted hollowness. He could see by the large clock on the wall that it was well past three o’clock in the morning. His head was pounding from all the beers he’d had that evening, but after the last two hours of interrogation, he thought he was completely sobered up. He would use the pain to help bring tears to his eyes. His body was trembling, and his breathing was high and fast. He hoped to hell the detective asking him these questions over and over would take all of this as proof that he was completely broken up over his wife’s senseless fatal accident. He had watched in numbed silence as the ambulance crew strapped her to the stretcher and wheeled her from the kitchen. One side of the sheet covering her face had a bright red splotch that had looked almost like a rose. As much as he hated to, for the sake of appearances he had to call Debbie’s sister and ask her to come over and stay with the kids while he went down to the police station and explained what had happened.


      “Yeah, we’d had an argument,” Alex said. His voice was strained and raw. “About money. What else do married people argue about? Yesterday afternoon, she’d spent some of this week’s grocery money on sneakers for the kids, and I had thought she spent a little too much, so I kind of freaked out a little.”


      “So tell me again—exactly—what happened?”


      Alex took a shuddering breath and sighed. “Well, I called her from work, to tell her I was going out for a few drinks with some friends—”


      “To the strip joint on Morrison Ave—Mark’s Showplace, correct?”


      Alex nodded.


      “She told me then that she had spent the money, and I got a little hot under the collar at her. We didn’t have an argument then or anything.”


      “You mean over the phone.”


      “Yeah. I just said something like we’d talk about it when I got home.”


      “So then, when you came home—around midnight, right?”


      Alex nodded and sniffed.


      “Once you got home, that’s when you started arguing, right?”


      Alex felt a flush of anger rise under his collar. He hated the way this detective was grinding at him, making him say the same thing over and over again. Shit what was his name? Murphy? Murray? Something like that. He wasn’t thinking straight! How could he keep his story straight if he couldn’t even remember this fucker’s name? The cop had already written everything down in his notebook when he first took his statement. Why the hell did he have to keep at him like this? Alex felt confident that he could hold it together if he could just take his time and think things through. He had to play the shocked, grieving husband, but he was having trouble concentrating with this asshole getting on him like this.


      “Well—yeah. Maybe. We’d had some angry words. Nothing major. I mean, I earn a damned good paycheck, working out at the airport, but these days—hell, who can make money stretch far enough, huh? So—yeah. I told her that I thought she had spent a little too much for sneakers, and then she told me she’d also gone out to lunch that afternoon with her sister.”


      “And did that upset you?”


      Alex fought back the rush of anger he felt just thinking about Cindy, Debbie’s sister, but he was positive it didn’t show. His face remained a twisted, grief-stricken wreck as he squinted his eyes and forced the tears to flow from his eyes.


      “Well—yeah, it upsets me that she—” He sniffed and rubbed his nose hard with the back of his hand. “Oh, God! Oh my God! I can’t believe it! I can’t believe that she’s… that she’s—my Debbie! Oh, God! My wife! How can she be dead?”


      He slumped forward and, burying his face in his hands, sobbed loudly. He stayed like that for a long while, pretending to try to speak but choking his voice off as though he were strangling with this outpouring of emotion. He kept it up long enough, hoping that the detective would begin to feel uncomfortable watching him fall apart like this. In truth, the only clear thought in his mind was that he had to be careful; he couldn’t let the cop trip him up; he had to be sure to keep his story consistent. Every detail, every word he said would be written down and thrown back at him if the cops ever decided to press charges against him.


      “I work real hard for my money,” he said after a while. His face felt slick with tears as he looked back at the detective.


      Shit! What was his name? Detective Murray. Yeah! Pete Murray. That was it!


      “I busted my ass at work that day, and—yeah, maybe I’d had three or four beers with my friends, so I guess I was a little buzzed and might have flown off the handle a bit. Hey, what married couple doesn’t go at it now and then?”


      “But you said earlier that you patched things up right away after you let some angry words fly, right? That you and your wife exchanged heated words for—what? Less than five minutes?”


      “Not even,” Alex said. Then he covered his mouth with one hand and nodded agreement. He had to bite down hard on his forefinger to keep from crying out or shouting with joy.


      Jesus Christ! I can’t believe it! The bitch is finally through fucking up my life!


      “When we first got married, you know, one promise we made to each other was we’d never go to bed angry at each other. No matter what problems we were dealing with, we promised to stay up—all night, if we had to—so we could work it out. So—yeah, I was pretty mad there for a moment, but once I calmed down and apologized, we made up.”


      “And that’s when your wife went to get some wine glasses from the cupboard? That’s when she fell?”


      Again, Alex nodded. He thought back on how he had arranged everything in the kitchen before calling the rescue unit and the police: the flipped-over chair, the broken wine glasses, the skid marks on the floor, and the position of Debbie’s body. He couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything he had overlooked, some tiny, telling detail which the cops, with their high-tech investigation equipment, would eventually discover.


      “She had… had heated up some pizza for me. In the microwave. And we were going to have a glass of wine together, to—to—”


      He covered his face with his hands and once again feigned deep, wrenching sorrow. His shoulders shook as he wailed and uttered nearly incoherent words about how horrible things had turned out, how while he had sat at the kitchen table and started eating the pizza she had cooked for him, Debbie had dragged a chair over so she could reach down her special crystal wine glasses, which she kept on the top shelf in the cupboard so the kids wouldn’t get them. He told Detective Murray—again—how Debbie had leaned too far forward and had started to lose her balance, how the chair legs had skidded on the linoleum, and she had started to fall; how he had jumped up from the table and tried to catch her, but he had dropped his pizza on the floor and had slipped on it and fallen down, missing her; how she had fallen and banged the side of her head hard against the counter top; and how by the time he had gotten to her and cradled her head in his lap—See? There’s a big splotch of her blood here on my pants!—he had known she was already dead.


      By the time he had finished sputtering out these details again, he was shivering with forced tears and faked emotion. He wiped his eyes viciously on his shirt sleeves and stared long and hard at the detective, letting his vision shimmer with tears.


      “So can I go home now?” Alex said in a voice that was soft and trembling, twisted with emotion. “I… I want to be with my kids. I have to… be there to… to tell them… to explain to them why… why their mommy… isn’t… coming… home… anymore…”


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      
        
      


      Suspicions


      
        
      


      Throughout Debbie’s funeral, Cindy Toland sat next to Harry, her husband, leaning against him and grasping his hand so hard that at times he had to shake off her grip and flap his own hand to restore the circulation. The cloying smell of flowers and the somber organ music were stifling her, choking her with tight waves of claustrophobia bordering on panic. There was a heavy, muffled pounding deep inside her head, and she knew, tonight, once this was all over, it would blossom into a full-blown headache. Since first learning of her sister’s death, she had cried so long and hard, day and night, that today, the day of her funeral, a typically humid June afternoon in Nebraska, she felt as though she no longer had any tears left to cry. She felt wrung out, as dry as a creek bed in August. She was grateful that Dr. Stott had prescribed a mild tranquilizer for her. It was just barely taking the edge off what otherwise would have been a completely unbearable situation.


      The worst aspect of the whole thing for Cindy—apart from missing Debbie and trying like hell to process the thought that her sister was gone and never, never coming back to her—was this feeling of utter loneliness, of complete desertion. It gnawed at her mind like a bloated worm. This same cold, utterly hollow feeling had been with her for three full days, now, ever since that early morning phone call from the police station, informing her of the accident that had claimed her sister’s life. And in all that time, whenever Cindy even thought the word “accident,” which the detective had used repeatedly to describe the incident, she would mentally correct herself and substitute the word “murder.”


      Yes, goddamnit, murder! Cindy thought. That’s exactly what that son of a bitch did to her!


      More than anyone else in the world, Cindy—with the obvious exception of Debbie’s husband—knew the horrible truth about how Alex had treated Debbie. Even today, she could hardly bear to look at him, all dressed up in his fine, fancy dark suit and looking so sad and serious as he accepted the condolences of his and Debbie’s friends and relatives. Behind the glaze of his tear-filled eyes, she could see the dark curtain that had dropped over what he was really feeling, and she sensed—no, she saw and felt the suspicion and hostility he had for her. She knew the truth, and Alex knew that she knew it!


      Cindy’s feelings of anger and outrage rose even higher whenever she thought about Debbie’s two children, Billy and Krissy. Cindy and Harry were seated in the front row of the mourners, right next to the grieving family. Every time she glanced up at her nephew and niece, the tight waves of grief swelling up inside her would grip her throat like a fist and squeeze even harder, choking her until she thought she would have to scream out loud to relieve the building pressure in her head.


      Oh, those poor children… those poor, poor kids!


      Both children seemed to be trying so hard to hold up in this obviously confusing and scary situation. And they were doing a damned fine job of it, too, Cindy thought. Debbie would have been proud of her kids now. Ten-year-old Billy sat ram-rod straight in his just-a-wee-bit-too-small dark Suit, trying hard not to let his emotions show, even though his eyes were red-rimmed and his lips were pale and trembling. And five-year-old Krissy, with her straw-colored hair the exact color of her mother’s, looked so pretty in a prim, white dress and patent leather shoes—the ones Cindy had bought for her to wear to church on Easter Sunday, not so many weeks ago. Small and delicate, she slouched in her chair, her feet not even reaching the carpeted floor. The hanky she clutched white-knuckled in her hands was saturated from her crying and blowing her nose as her gaze darted nervously around the room, trying to absorb everything.


      Jesus, those poor, poor kids… It’s just not fair!


      Following a beautiful rendition of “Just a Closer Walk With Thee” by the Omaha First Baptist Church choir, of which Debbie was a member, Reverend Philip Rutherford delivered a heart-rending eulogy about how the accidental death of someone as pure and devout and kind-hearted as Debbie Harris can cause anyone—even a minister of Jesus—to waver in their faith and trust in the Lord’s purpose; but that it was exactly these tests of faith, like the forger’s fire, that strengthen our faith and assure us, like Debbie, of a place in Heaven.


      Cindy registered less than half of what the minister was saying. She was caught up in her own bittersweet memories of her younger sister… of growing up together in small-town Aurora, Iowa, until their father’s job changed and they had to move to Omaha during Cindy’s senior year of high school; of sharing the same bedroom and, with only two years difference in their ages, sharing late night talks and secrets about boyfriends right up until Cindy graduated and moved away from home to go to college at the University of Nebraska. She recalled all the fun and sorrow their family went through, especially the support Debbie had given Cindy once she and Harry found out, after years of trying, that she would never be able to have children of her own… of drawing together even closer for emotional support just three years ago, following their retired parents’ death in a car accident while vacationing in New Mexico. All of these thoughts and more tumbled through Cindy’s mind as the minister droned on and on, saying what sounded to her like silly, superficial things that didn’t even come close to capturing what a beautiful human being her sister had been.


      Had been… The thought reverberated in her mind like the slow thundering roll of a drum.


      Had been… Debbie doesn’t exist anymore, not on earth and, as far as I’m concerned, not in her minister’s Heaven, either. She’s gone. Gone for good.


      “Hey! You hanging in there?” Harry whispered. He nudged Cindy’s arm with his elbow as he slipped his hand from hers and shook it.


      Cindy bit down on her lower lip to stop it from trembling as she looked over at him and, blinking back a fresh flood of tears, nodded. As soon as they made eye contact, though, another, stronger wave of loneliness rippled through her.


      Why does he even bother to ask? she thought as she shifted her gaze down to the floor. What the hell does he think, that I feel like jumping up and doing a quick tap-dance on my sister’s coffin?


      But it wasn’t just that, and in the dense silence of the funeral, another thought that she had been keeping at bay came forward with a vengeance.


      He doesn’t even care! Not really! Oh, he pretends that he does and that he wants to be supportive, but he doesn’t really care. No, good-ole Harry’s keeping a nice, safe distance from all of this.


      Cindy shivered at the thought and tried to tell herself that this might not actually be the case, but she couldn’t deny the truth. Now that she was being honest with herself in this moment of grief and weakness, she might just as well admit it, that this alienation had been going on since long before Debbie’s accident—


      Murder!


      Like so many other couples married better than ten years, she and Harry had been gradually drifting away from each other. They were getting so involved with their own lives and so stuck in their own patterns that they were losing touch with each other and whatever they used to share. Some day—maybe in the not-too-distant future—they would both realize just how much they had become strangers to each other. Perhaps then they would even split…


      Stop it! Jesus Christ, stop thinking like that! Cindy told herself.


      She shifted her hand onto Harry’s again and clung to it tightly, desperately seeking the strength she knew she didn’t have right now.


      Please… please stop thinking like that!


      But then her gaze shifted from the floor to the coffin at the front of the room. Her sister’s immobile face didn’t look at all real. This couldn’t really be her, she thought. It’s a shell, a wax figure made to look like her. This is all a bad dream, and I’m gonna wake up soon. The real Debbie—the sister I loved more than anyone else in the world, is someplace else.


      And Cindy found herself grateful that, wherever the hell she thought Debbie was, at least she was no longer being brutalized by that son of a bitch Alex. No more “accidents!”


      Murder!


      That single word rang in her mind like steel striking steel, sending sparks flying.


      Was she crazy to be thinking like this?


      Was she paranoid about Alex simply because she had never liked him, never trusted him? Was she unfairly focusing all of her misery and grief onto Alex because Debbie had confided in her that—yes, at times, usually when he’d been drinking, he slapped her around some?


      Slapped her around some?


      Jesus, more than once Cindy had seen the bruises on Debbie’s arms and back, and Lord knows they had talked often, especially over the past few months, about how Debbie had to get herself and the kids away from Alex before something terrible happened. Last summer, Cindy had been the one who had driven Debbie to the hospital when she had broken her arm. She had fallen off a chair while trying to hang a curtain, Alex had told the emergency room nurse, when he’d showed up later. Even then, Cindy had known better. No one goes about hanging curtains at ten o’clock at night!


      Fallen off a chair! An accident!


      —Murder!


      Just like what happened three nights ago!


      Cindy was certain that this was the lame excuse of a wife beater who, stuck for an alibi, had resorted to the same one he had used the last time he had seriously injured his wife. Wasn’t it obvious from the autopsy that Debbie had been repeatedly abused? Weren’t there traces of other untreated fractures, or unhealed bruises and scars, or signs of head injuries? Couldn’t they see? Wasn’t there any evidence of how bad it had been for Debbie during the last few years of her life?


      But that was the problem: other than her dead sister’s say so, Cindy didn’t have any solid evidence. And that’s why, in spite of her growing suspicions, she had said nothing to the police, at least not yet. She figured the situation must look suspicious enough to warrant them to begin their own investigation into the matter. They didn’t need her telling them what to do.


      Or were the cops too busy with “real” crimes in the city to give this “accident” the necessary time and attention it deserved? Maybe she should report her suspicions to the police and let them take it from there. Wasn’t that the right thing to do? If she could somehow speak from beyond the grave, wouldn’t that be what Debbie would want?


      No, Cindy thought, she wasn’t about to start blurting out unsupported accusations, and then have Alex turn his anger against her! But then again, now that his wife was dead, who would he turn his anger against?


      Oh, Jesus, the kids?


      “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus,” Cindy whispered, shaking her head from side to side as fresh tears spilled from her eyes. She clung even more tightly to Harry’s hand, wishing
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