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1

Here we go again, Missy Walters thought. She almost wanted to puke.

She sat in the small office, thumb rubbing at her forefinger, eyes focused on the woman’s shoes. They were black with open-toes and hardly any heel. Sensible and stylish, Missy supposed, a lot of thought had probably gone into this selection of shoes. The woman had introduced herself as Cheryl Turcotte and had shaken her hand. That had been a few minutes ago. It felt like days had passed. Now they sat in the office in comfortable-but-cheap chairs.

It’s always the same, Missy thought. The Silent War has begun.

“Do you want to tell me why you’re here, Melissa?” Cheryl asked.

And the first move had been made!

Cheryl held a legal pad on her lap. Underneath was a manila folder that was probably Missy’s case file. Missy hated to be called Melissa. It made her want to stay silent, just to spite this well-meaning woman’s unknowable mistake. But silence wouldn’t work with this woman: she was trained to get kids to talk. If the woman was a real bitch—and it was too early to tell whether she was or not—she would threaten to notify the court if Missy didn’t cooperate.

But the war had begun and it was only responsible to fire back.

“You know why I’m here,” Missy said, putting just enough venom into the words. Not too much, but enough to make it known that she was unhappy.

“You’re right,” the woman said. She had reddish-brownish hair with light, maybe blonde, roots. She appeared to be around Missy’s parents’ ages, somewhere in her thirties, though she could be older. “But I’d rather hear it from you.”

Missy’s stomach tingled and anger filled her chest. Her thumb frantically circled the side of the forefinger’s top knuckle.

Stay calm, she thought.

“The court made me come here,” Missy said, looking the counselor in her blue-gray eyes, the only part of the woman that looked older than her thirties. Missy gave her the look that often made people look anywhere except at her, even adults. It hadn’t worked on any of the counselors she’d had for the last five years, since she was eight, and it didn’t work on this one either.

“How come?” the counselor named Cheryl asked.

The baby’s eyes had been white, frosted over. An icicle hung from its nose.

Missy bit on her lower lip. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

To her surprise, the woman nodded. “All right.” She smiled at Missy. It was a real smile, too, not one of those condescending ones adults so often gave to lure kids into a false sense of security. “We’ll have to discuss that eventually, but for now we can talk about something else.”

Missy tried to detect the bullshit, like when her mother would tell her something that was obviously not true but couldn’t sense any with this woman.

“Your file says you’re new to Jamaica Plain.”

Missy nodded.

“How do you like it here?” the woman asked. “You must think Boston is pretty cool.”

Missy shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“Only okay? You don’t think it’s cooler than Harden?”

Missy looked at the woman. She couldn’t tell if the woman was making fun of Harden and, by extension, her. “No.”

The woman nodded. “There’s so much to do down in Harden, after all. Two movie theaters. The mall. Cruisin’ the Ave.”

The Ave was what locals called Cushner Avenue. Sometimes it was the Avenue, mostly it was the Ave.

“You look surprised,” the counselor said.

“You’ve been to Harden?” Missy asked.

“I grew up there.” Did her smile falter? “I left when I came to Boston for college. I’ve lived here ever since.”

This woman—Cheryl—was from Harden? Missy didn’t know why, but this information eased some of her nerves. It was dumb. Her other counselors lived in Harden or the towns around it and she sure hadn’t felt comfortable with them, so why would this woman’s connection with the small city be better?

Because you’re alone here.

But she wasn’t alone, not really. Technically, she had her father.

“Whereabouts in Harden did you live?” Cheryl asked.

“It doesn’t say in my file?” Odd comfort or not, she needed to keep her guard up.

“No, it actually doesn’t.”

“I mainly lived in the south end, but me and my mother moved to an apartment in the north end about a month ago.”

“Really?” The woman smiled. “I spent most of my childhood in the south end.”

She’d probably come from one of the nice neighborhoods near the beaches, which wasn’t the place most people in the south end lived. Most of the south end was ghetto. There were a few neighborhoods near the East and West Beaches that were nicer, but the rest of the peninsula (Annie had made fun of her once for using that term, but it was more accurate than any other word) was pretty much tenements and old mills, that sort of crap. The counselor was probably out of touch with how difficult life could be there. Yet, Missy felt a strange pull toward her. Like a large, invisible rope came from her chest and went to the woman.

“Do you miss Harden?” the woman asked.

Missy shrugged, stared at her sneakers.

“You must a little,” Cheryl said. “You spent your life in that city. You said you moved recently. Did you move around a lot?”

“Not at first,” Missy said. “When I was little, my mother, father, and me pretty much lived in the same place. But Mom and I had to move after—” She caught herself. “We had to move when I was eight. And then we moved around a lot after that. Before I had to come to Boston, Mom was already talking about moving back to the south end. Rents are cheaper there.”

“What do you miss most about Harden?”

“My mother.” The answer came too fast for Missy to stop it and her cheeks heated up in a blush. The embarrassment became anger.

“You two were close?”

Missy said nothing. She crossed her arms and glared at the floor. She hated feeling like a helpless kid—she was almost fourteen years old.

The woman sighed, rubbed the bridge of her nose, and shifted in her seat. Her makeup tried to hide how tired she was. She smiled at Missy. There was something in those eyes. They were open and kind, trusting, yet they held something else, too. Something, Missy realized, she’d seen in her own eyes. Pain.

That feeling of connection came again.

You’re getting weak, she told herself. She’s just another social worker who’s trying to get inside your head. You’re just another number to her. Remember that.

“How many counselors have you had in the last five years?” the woman asked.

Missy shrugged. “A few.”

“Have you changed them because you wanted to?”

Again, Missy shrugged.

The woman nodded. “Adults are supposed to be better than that, especially if they’re supposed to help you. Just because you show up once a week for a month or two and refuse to talk doesn’t mean they should just give up.”

Now the woman was trying the friend maneuver. Wiggle in by pretending to care. Yeah, no one had tried that before. Her own father tried it every friggin’ day.

“Well,” the woman said. “It’s your choice. The fact of the matter, though, is that you got into some very bad trouble when you were younger. You’re lucky, though. Has anyone ever told you that?”

Missy’s heart started ramming and her hands trembled. Kathy Chambers came to mind and Missy pushed thoughts of her former best friend away, along with other thoughts that she refused to acknowledge.

“You should be thankful to whoever got you out of going to juvenile detention,” the woman said.

It was as though the woman punched Missy in the chest. She actually stopped breathing for a moment.

“Do you want to know what I see?” the woman said. “I see a young woman who has gone through some terrible things and who can still fix her life so no other terrible things happen. At eight years old you were legally old enough to know right from wrong. The lawyer you had back then must have been pretty good.”

The pulsing anger flared and became quick rage. Missy stood. “Shut up!” she screamed. “You don’t know nothin’ about me.”

“I know that a lot of people have let you down,” the woman said, her voice raised but not yelling, still calm, but not that annoying calm like Missy’s last counselor, an idiot named Tim Morton. “A lot of people had let me down by the time I was your age, too.”

“Yeah, right.” Missy panted, fists opening and closing, but sat back down, hard. She didn’t want to think about the trial or her lawyer, who was a scumbag and a hero all in one. “You think you know everything. You sit here in your office and listen to screwed-up kids all day. Don’t pretend like you care about me or that you know what it’s like to be me.”

The woman looked at Missy, her tired blue-gray eyes gave away very little. The distant pain was still there and Missy knew she wasn’t faking. Something really bad had happened to her. Again, she noted that strange pulsation she thought she felt, like energy between them. Almost the same kind of feeling she had when the boy she’d liked stood near her in the lunch line or looked at her by accident, only more real. But Missy wouldn’t back down. Not long after The Incident, she’d gotten into her first fight. There’d been many more fights over the past five years and she’d learned to hold her ground.

“Are you done?” the woman finally said. “I was about to say that you were given a second chance and not a lot of people are given second chances. But to keep that second chance, you need to have counseling. That’s what the court says.” She held the file folder up, and then replaced it. “You’re skating on very thin ice, Melissa, and I’m going to be honest with you: I see a girl who is very smart and who can get beyond this stuff if she stops driving everyone around her crazy and faces down these ghosts that are haunting her.”

Missy shivered and a faint wisp of the nightmare she’d had the night before came and went. It had awakened her around four o’clock but was gone even before her eyes opened.

“You’re living with your father now?” Cheryl asked.

Missy nodded.

“Is living with your father different than living with your mother?”

“Yeah,” Missy said and chuckled.

“How so?”

“Mom isn’t as strict. She sort of leaves me alone to do whatever I want. She trusts me.”

“You said before that you miss her,” Cheryl said. “Why did you come to live with your father?”

Missy looked at the file folder beneath the notepad and sighed. There was no use. “The court. Mom has some problems.”

She didn’t want to go on further but the judge had been pretty clear with her after this most recent incident. If she didn’t straighten out, she would go into juvenile detention. Just like Kathy. She sighed.

“She drinks too much.”

“Is she seeing a counselor or anyone to help her?”

Missy laughed. She couldn’t stop herself. “Never. She thinks therapy is stupid. The only reason she made me go is because of the court.”

“Did the two of you get along well?” Cheryl asked.

“Not really,” Missy admitted. “We fought all the time, about everything.”

The woman nodded. Missy noticed the pain in her eyes again.
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From her office window, Cheryl Turcotte watched Melissa Walters leave Curtis Hall, where this satellite of Boston Children’s Wellness was located. Her heart pounded and her head slightly spun. The girl walked down the U-shaped driveway toward the open wrought iron gates where a man in his early-to-mid-thirties waited. He smiled and said something to the girl, who didn’t really reply, and they walked toward Centre Street. The girl put up her sweatshirt hood against the fine drizzle.

Cheryl played with her lower lip. What the hell had happened? She was supposed to be a professional. How could she have done so much wrong so quickly? She wasn’t sure that she’d intentionally provoked Melissa’s outburst, yet she wasn’t sure that she hadn’t, either.

Just another example of you being a fuck-up, her mother chided.

Right now she really didn’t need to hear her mother’s voice. Not with the way things had been lately, with the death last week. Even her thirty-seventh (thirty-seven!) birthday yesterday had her feeling as though she was beginning to slide down a slope. And then there was that blossoming deep-rooted desire for some pills.

Cheryl pushed away that line of thinking.

As if on cue, a phantom cramp rolled through her lower abdomen.

A light knock on her office door and Cheryl jumped. Christ, she was anxious. “Come in,” she said.

The door creaked open and Maureen entered. The woman was small, about five-five, and had shoulder-length graying brown hair. She wore glasses and a motherly smile. More motherly than Cheryl’s mother ever had when she’d been alive.

“I would’ve expected you to already be on your way home to enjoy some leftover birthday cake,” Maureen said. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah,” Cheryl said.

Maureen looked at her for a few moments.

Cheryl sighed. “I don’t know.”

“I heard Melissa yelling,” Maureen said. “But that was fairly early in the session. How’d the rest of it go?”

“All right, I guess.”

Cheryl looked at the photograph of her kid sister that sat on her desk. Kristen had gone through a lot of the same trouble that Cheryl had—and some worse—and yet she always looked so happy. Kristen claimed Cheryl was her hero, but she thought it was really the other way around. After all, she looked to Kristen for inspiration.

“Are you sure I’m the best person to help Melissa Walters? We have so much in common. We’re from the same city on the Southcoast. Now we live right near each other.”

“Do you think I would’ve assigned her to you if I didn’t?”

Cheryl shrugged.

“Look,” Maureen said. “I know that Lacey’s suicide hit you hard, but I’ve known you for ten years and I know you’ll be fine.”

“I don’t feel like I’ll be fine, though.”

“Do you trust me?” Maureen asked.

“You know that I do.”

“Then stop this self-doubt garbage and keep doing what you’ve always done. You’ll be fine.”

Cheryl nodded and felt herself smile. “Okay.”
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Cheryl walked along Centre Street under her umbrella. The traffic was pretty bad as people tried getting home in cars and on foot. Soon, the humid weather would be here and a rainy day could be either a lifesaver of cool air or an extra heavy wet blanket making things worse. Her heels clicked along the sidewalk and she tried not to think about anything specific. Her mind went to Melissa Walters’s case.

She and a friend had done something terrible five years ago. There were separate trials and the friend ended up in juvenile detention while Melissa had somehow escaped that fate. The standing court order, however, was that she go through counseling. Her file showed a mishmash of counselors during the last five years. It appeared that Melissa Walters was a victim of the system, just another number tossed around but never helped.

It brought back too many memories.

Her mind tried to go to her own terrible childhood but she wouldn’t let it.

With that avenue off limits, it went to Paul and whether she would hear from him again. She didn’t want to think about that, either.

You don’t want to think about a man? her mother said. Needy ol’ Cheryl ain’t gonna worry about a man’s love?

As she passed the firehouse-turned-J.P. Licks, only the best ice cream place in all the land as far as she was concerned (and, in a fate that always cursed her best intentions, about a block away from her apartment), a man and woman stood near the wrought iron fence in front of the building under a large umbrella. They were passing out pamphlets and wearing bright tee shirts with a picture of what looked like an old, dilapidated mansion. SAVE was printed above the picture and TOOLEY MANSION below in red block letters.

“They took down Pinebank,” the woman said loudly, not quite yelling to the passers-by but pretty close. “Don’t let them remove this landmark, too!”

The woman, who was smaller than Cheryl’s five-eight and had curly brown hair, noticed her glancing at the pamphlets.

“Hello, there!” the woman said. “We’re members of the Jamaica Pond Historical Society and we’re trying to spread the word about a tragedy the city is trying to bestow upon the pond.”

A tragedy the city is trying to bestow upon the pond. Who spoke like that?

“Oh?” Cheryl asked and took the tri-folded pamphlet. SAVE TOOLEY MANSION was at the top and the same picture that was on the tee shirts was in the center of the pamphlet.

“The City of Boston, in its infinite wisdom, demolished the historic Pinebank Mansion in 2007,” the woman said. “Now it wants to demolish the only remaining visual evidence that the Pond was once more than just a beautiful place in Jamaica Plain and the Emerald Necklace, but also home to some of the wealthiest people in Massachusetts, people who loved the area as much as any of us.”

Cheryl had lived in J.P. most of her adult life and never knew those buildings were mansions. She’d assumed they were older buildings used for meetings or recreation centers.

“What we hope to do through fundraising and by getting the word out is to renovate the remaining mansion and perhaps turn it into a museum.”

“Well, thank you for the pamphlet,” Cheryl said and placed it in a pocket on the front of her briefcase. “I’ll take a look at it tonight.”

“Would you like to sign the petition?”

“Okay.” She leaned in, signed, and printed her name, then added her e-mail address. As she wrote, someone came up next to her. Out of the corner of her eye it looked like a teenage girl wearing white.

Cheryl stood and turned with the pen, about to hand it to the girl but didn’t see her. She looked around. The only people around her were the normal pedestrians and the Save Tooley people. The teenage girl was gone.

The woman thanked her and the man smiled as Cheryl walked away, toward her apartment building. She looked back and scanned Centre Street for the blonde teenager but didn’t see her. As she started toward home again, she thought of the strange connections between herself and Melissa Walters.

Cheryl and Melissa were both from Harden, a small city in southeastern Massachusetts that was part of a triumvir with New Bedford and Fall River. Now they both lived in Jamaica Plain, not far from one another according to Melissa’s file. Melissa lived near Jamaica Pond in a condo that was part of an old Victorian mansion on the corner of Pond Street and Jamaicaway, right across from the boathouse at the main entrance to the park around the pond. Cheryl lived in a triple-decker apartment house on Centre Street almost parallel to the former mansion. They could walk into each other at any time.

Cheryl sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Another phantom cramp rolled along her lower abdomen and she could almost hear a report of gunfire traveling the distance of nearly twenty years, from Harden to Jamaica Plain.

At least there’d been a small turn during the session. Melissa might not be totally comfortable with her, but she hadn’t been outright hostile by the end. Maybe next week would be better.

But then, she’d thought similarly about Lacey, too. Lacey Sanchez had been an intelligent, pretty young woman, barely sixteen, who’d been bounced around the system until just last week. Cheryl thought they’d been making progress until Maureen met her in the office Tuesday morning and told her the news. Lacey had hanged herself in a bedroom closet.

The yearning for pills came again, a yearning that had been dormant for a long time now.

Cheryl turned toward the steps that led to the front door of the apartment house when a tingling on the nape of her neck made her turn and scan the area. She felt…odd. Watched. But everyone went about their business, mostly getting home in the crap weather.

She headed up the steps to the front door, and then went inside.


Chapter 2
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“Do you want to watch TV?” her father said from the other side of the door.

“Nah,” Missy called, not looking up from Through the Looking Glass, and What Alice Found There.

A moment of silence passed before he said, “Okay.” She waited for something else. When there was nothing, she knew he’d walked away.

It was a good thing she wasn’t listening to her iPod or God knew how long he’d stand outside her door waiting for a response. She wasn’t used to being treated so nicely and it made Missy uncomfortable. He made her feel like she should’ve been better than she was. The very fact that he even had a bedroom for her in this new place, a place she’d never been to before last week, was a testament to that.

She was five when he first came to Boston and he’d lived in a small, crappy apartment with only one bedroom. When she’d stay with him, he slept on the couch. Over the past couple of years his comic book had begun to sell pretty well, he’d gotten more work and was able to get this condo. It was across the street from Jamaica Pond and had two bedrooms. He’d put all her old stuff in here so when she moved in last week, it was like moving into a kid’s room.

One of the things that had been in the bedroom was a bookcase with some of her old books and toys. She’d put most of the toys away in her closet, and the kiddy books like Tikki Tikki Tembo and Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day were taken off the shelves. However, she’d kept the two Alice books her father had bought for her years earlier, just before…. Missy had the feeling that she might get bored easily since she didn’t know anyone. It was summer vacation and she didn’t think she was going to make any friends, not that being in school would make much difference.

The spacious living room (a living room that, like the rest of this apartment, sometimes irritated her—where had that money been when she and her mother needed it?) was out of bounds because her father worked from home and his desk and drawing table were in a corner. He’d told her she could go in there while he was working but she didn’t want to, so she’d begun reading Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland and found she really liked it. She wouldn’t admit to her father that she enjoyed the book but she’d liked not only the fantasy of the story but also the wordplay. She liked it so much that she’d gone right into Through the Looking Glass, and What Alice Found There. She was enjoying that book even more. Her father also owned a lot of books and had told her to feel free to borrow any of them. She had no plans to actually do so. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of even knowing she was reading and she certainly didn’t want him to think he had cool books.

Missy stood and pushed on her lower back, which ached from lying on her bed so long, and turned her torso toward the window that looked out on the dark backyard. A blonde girl with dull gray eyes and a dark mark across her throat stared back.

Missy hitched in a breath and jolted as her heart leapt into her throat.

The window reflected Missy, her hair black and skin pale. Though the reflection didn’t show the green of her eyes, they were definitely darker than the gray she’d seen in the blonde girl’s eyes. There was no blonde girl.

Too much Alice, she told herself. Now you’re seeing her in reflections.

Goosebumps prickled over her arms and the back of Missy’s neck tingled. Her feet felt cold. Being alone too much lately was messing with her. The strangest part was the Deja vú she now felt. She sat on the edge of her bed and cursed herself for being such a screw-up. How many more times would she fuck up so badly? First at eight and now at thirteen. How long did the average person live? Until their seventies? Their eighties? Did she have another sixty or seventy years to keep fucking up? She’d been lucky not to be locked-up after The Incident, but now here she was, away from her mother, away from the few friends she had, away from everything she’d ever known.

Maybe this is a good thing, said a voice that sounded like a more mature version of hers.

“Ew,” she mumbled. Missy grabbed her iPod, plugged the earbuds into her ears, and pressed play. Eminem came on and she lay back and closed her eyes. The anger and sadness in his lyrics matched the anger and sadness in her heart, and it was good.
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Blake Walters flipped through the channels. There were 157 channels and nothing on. He wasn’t much of a television watcher anyway and had only really tried to use it to lure Missy out of her bedroom. Alas, the hope of them spending time together was dashed yet again. Sighing, he turned the TV off and stared at the blank screen awhile. It was just after ten o’clock. Before he’d gotten custody of Missy and she’d moved in with him last week, he would’ve been working, music playing, either writing a script or drawing the comic itself. Now he felt guilty working at night.

Artoo Deetoo whistled from his computer, notifying him that a new e-mail had arrived. It was just another coupon from Newbury Comics. He’d hoped that it would be an e-mail from Shelly, just as every time the phone rang or he got a text message he hoped to see her name on the screen.

No luck with women, Blake thought. Not even with your daughter.

“Mom loved me,” he mumbled and chuckled.

He really wasn’t tired but decided to go to bed. He went to Missy’s room and knocked on the door. Several beats passed. No teenage sighs. No emphatic “Wha-at?” He knocked again, harder this time. Still no response. He imagined Missy opening her bedroom window, pushing the screen up, and climbing out onto the ledge of trim that went around the house. Around the corner from her bedroom window was the roof of the side porch, on the driveway side of the house. Those Victorians sure liked pretty adornments, but said adornments allowed for many means of escape. Although the huge, old tree nearby might make it more difficult to escape since its smaller branches were close to the ledge and the back of the house. The landscapers would have to fix that sooner rather than later.

Blake opened her bedroom door and peeked inside. “Missy, hon?”

She lay on her bed with her iPod’s earbuds in her ears. She saw him and there was the sigh as she paused the music.

“Wha-at?” she said.

“I’m going to bed now. I probably won’t go right to sleep, just read or something. Feel free to watch TV or go on the Internet. Just no Facebook, okay?”

“Yeah, I know,” Missy said.

Blake went and kissed her forehead. She obviously was not expecting the kiss and was none-too-pleased to receive it.

“Goodnight, hon,” he said.

“‘Night,” she grunted and then a beat thumped from her earbuds. He thought about telling her to lower the volume.

Choose your battles, he told himself.

Blake left Missy’s room and went to his. He sighed as he changed into his sweatpants. His head pounded and his shoulders and neck throbbed despite the Tylenol he’d taken earlier. The last few weeks had been overwhelming, and things didn’t look like they’d be getting easier any time soon.

He crashed onto his bed, suddenly feeling tired. The stacks of books and comic books on his nightstand beckoned but he was too physically and emotionally drained. That and his eyes ached. His head already throbbed, why make it worse? He turned the bedside lamp off. Darkness filled most of the room but was pushed back from the dim streetlamps bleeding through the slats of the window blinds. Despite feeling exhausted, his mind raced.

It had been a week and Missy still hardly acknowledged him. He had a massive job ahead mending the bridge that separated them.

Blake remembered when Missy was five years old and going to kindergarten. This was just shy of a year before he moved to Boston. He’d worked nights at a bookstore and Debbie worked during the day at a Stop & Shop. They shared a car and Blake walked Missy to school. They held hands and Missy would tell him about dinosaurs or animals that she’d seen on the Discovery Channel or Animal Planet, her small voice spoke knowledgably about prehistoric creatures that Blake had never known existed. Missy would walk and talk, her black hair in pigtails and her green eyes wide with wonder. He remembered hugging her in her light blue windbreaker with the hood, kissing her, and watching her get in line with the other children. They’d all walk into the building, most of the kids waving to their parents, Missy no exception.

He wondered if she remembered the constant arguing between him and Debbie back then. Blake had tried his damnedest not to argue in front of her. She hadn’t known about the way he sometimes felt smothered, hadn’t known that once Debbie came home from work and Blake went to work, he’d sometimes come home to find Debbie a little tipsy while Missy slept. Missy hadn’t known that she was the only reason he stayed. It had been that year, while she was still in kindergarten, that Blake had decided he needed to get out of the marriage.

He and Debbie had shared custody, but Debbie soon broke off a lot of his contact. Blake couldn’t afford a lawyer and couldn’t do much. It had only really been in the last year or so that he could afford a lawyer. He’d been planning on getting his shared custody back on track when the call came about Missy’s latest problem.

That little girl, the five-year-old who’d started kindergarten with such enthusiasm, telling him excitedly about her day and all the cool things she did, was gone. Sometimes it was as though she’d died. Could one mourn the loss of someone still alive? Why not? That five-year-old girl wasn’t there anymore. Now he faced a thirteen-year-old with major problems. He couldn’t help but believe that had he stayed, Missy and her friend Kathy would never have done what they’d done, which would delete everything that had happened afterward. The guilt felt like concrete poured over him, hardening, pushing him into the bed.

Blake closed his eyes against the tears that wanted to come.


Chapter 3
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Cheryl sat on the couch with The Deadliest Catch on the TV, her notebook computer on the floor at her feet and the taste of ice cream still in her mouth when the phone rang. It was approaching 10:30. The screen on her phone said it was her sister.

“Isn’t New York in the same time zone as Boston?” Cheryl said into the phone.

“Is my old lady of a sister already in bed?” Kristen responded.

Cheryl laughed. “No, of course not. What’s up?”

“Not much,” Kristen said. “Just calling to check in on you. You sounded kinda down when we talked Sunday and I know the past few weeks haven’t been great.”

“Now that’s an understatement.” Cheryl’s mind flashed an image of Lacey Sanchez in her open casket. “I’m fine, hon. Just a little stressed, but who isn’t stressed these days?”

“I know, really,” Kristen said. “Sometimes I’m convinced we’re at the End Times.”

“Hello? I thought this was my sister, Kristen Duclose. She’s usually got a far sunnier attitude.”

“Very funny.”

“So, how are things in the Big Apple?”

“They’re well,” Kristen said. “I’m under deadline for a book and need to finish two more illustrations. Hopefully, I’ll finish and they’ll pay me before the publisher goes bankrupt.”

“Wow! You really do sound pessimistic.”

“I just know a lot of people who’ve been screwed in the last few years, that’s all.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. When’s your deadline?”

“Tomorrow,” Kristen said, a smile in her voice.

“Jesus Christ, Kristen,” Cheryl said. “Do you procrastinate much?”

Kristen laughed. “You know that I work best under pressure. Besides, I’ve been…busy lately.” The happiness in her voice was now unmistakable.

“I see. Who is he and how come you didn’t mention him the other day?”

“His name is Mike,” Kristen said. “He’s a publicist I met at the publishing house last month.”

“Cool,” said Cheryl. “Is he a nice guy?”

“I think so,” Kristen said. “He’s cool, funny, and doesn’t care about dating a cripple.”

“Hey. That’s not funny.”

“But it’s true, Cheryl. You know that not every guy digs a girl with nothing below the knees.”

“It’s not legs that men are after but what’s between them.” Cheryl instantly regretted it. She sounded like their mother.

“Spoken like a true bitter woman.” While Kristen said this sarcastically, Cheryl heard that the smile had vanished, at least temporarily.

Another pause and Cheryl tried to imagine her sister sitting in her wheelchair with her cell phone to her ear. No. That wouldn’t be quite right. Kristen would have a Bluetooth earpiece and would probably also be working on an illustration for the book with the looming deadline.

“Anyway,” Kristen continued. “I hadn’t mentioned him because I wasn’t sure if things were going to pan out, but we went on another date last night and….”

She continued talking about Mike and Cheryl listened with a smile. This was good news and made the last few weeks seem more bearable.

“So. How’s your love life?” Kristen asked. “Have you heard from Whatsisname?”

“Paul,” Cheryl said, feeling her cheeks flush.

“Yeah, him.” Disapproval oozed from the word. “Has he called at all?”

Cheryl sighed. She really didn’t want to talk about Paul. When they’d last spoken three weeks ago, he’d told her he thought they needed time apart, he had a lot of stuff going on and needed to get his mind around things. To her, that meant an ex had come back into his life and he wanted to see if things would work out this time. Even if there was no ex who’d returned, even if his high-paying job was in trouble because of the economy, the fact that he’d chosen to tell her this after she’d spent way more money for his birthday than she could really afford on Red Sox vs. the Yankees tickets and had then cooked him a gourmet meal complete with a made-from-scratch cake, was enough for her to see that he was an asshole and that she was better off without him.

Of course, her heart didn’t necessarily agree with her common sense.

“No,” Cheryl said. “I haven’t heard from him.”

“You’re better off. He was an idiot.”

How depressing was it that her kid sister—younger than her by almost eleven years—was advising her on men?

“Well,” Kristen said. “I have to get going. I just had this feeling that you needed to hear my voice. I know how it can calm nerves and soothe the emotions.”

“Don’t forget how it clears up acne.”

“That too.” Then Kristen turned serious. “Make sure to call if you need me. Never hesitate.”

“I won’t,” Cheryl lied. A flash came of Kristen as a six-or-seven-year-old lying strapped to her bed, unconscious, blood covering plastic that had been laid out beneath her.

“Love you,” Kristen said.

“I love you, too, kid,” Cheryl said and hung up.

She smiled. Kristen had a new man in her life. Cheryl hoped that nothing bad came of it. Kristen had had even less luck with men than she had, though mostly because Kristen hadn’t dated as many. Since she’d been a little girl, her focus was on her art and writing. She’d always loved drawing since she was first able to pick up a pencil. It was one of the things that had charmed Mom so much

(Mommy’s Baby is so creative)

but after their mother died, Kristen had become even more artistic. There’d been a period of four months when Kristen refused to speak, not even to Cheryl, but instead drew. As an adult pursuing her dream of being able to support herself with her art, she’d made little-to-no time for men.

But damnit, it had worked.

That’s why she’s able to support herself in New York, Mom said. And you can barely make your rent living in a tenement in Jamaica Plain.

Cheryl’s face grew hot. She hadn’t heard her mother’s voice in her head for years, and now for the past few weeks it was back. Maybe it was stress. Maybe it was the way those phantom cramps had become sharper than normal, reminding her of that horrible day not long before she’d turned seventeen.

Or maybe you’re just going crazy, she thought. Just like Mom.

A chime came from the notebook computer. Someone had sent her an instant message. She lifted the computer off the floor to see whom the IM was from.

Paul: hey there

Paul: happy birthday!!

Cheryl went cold.

Don’t reply, she told herself. Ignore him and he’ll go away. Better yet, turn off your IM.

She was actually surprised she hadn’t already.

Paul: you there?

Cheryl sighed and took the notebook computer.

Cheryl: Hello, Paul.

Paul: i know i’m a few days late on the bday thing…

Paul: what’s up?

Anger brewed in the pit of her stomach. After three weeks of silence, complete silence, he thought he could just IM her—not even call—with a what’s up? and they could talk again? What the hell was wrong with men?

Paul: u there?

Not for you, she thought.

Cheryl: Yeah.

Cheryl: What’s up with you?

Paul: not much. been thinkin bout u lately and then i remembered yr bday

In other words, he’d been dumped by whatever skank had made him dump Cheryl and he was horny. Like magic, his phone just happened to give him a reminder about her godforsaken birthday because he’d been too lazy or forgetful to delete it.

All they care about is what’s between your legs, her mother said. Remember that. It doesn’t matter what you do for them anywhere except there.

Paul: i was hoping we could get together sometime

Paul: you know…catch up

“Like hell,” she mumbled.

But why not? It wasn’t as though she had any plans in the foreseeable future. Going out for drinks or dinner didn’t mean anything. And Paul could be funny. That was something, right?

Cheryl: Okay.

She typed it in spite of herself and with a pounding heart. Even if it caused her more pain, it was better than the empty void that had become her normal schedule.

Paul: great! hows thurs sound

Paul: ?

It sounds horrible, Kristen said.

It was Tuesday night. Cheryl didn’t need to check her calendar to know she had nothing going on Thursday.

Tell him to go away, Kristen insisted. You don’t need him.

Paul: say 7-ish

Paul: ?

That was Paul’s IM thing, the question mark on a separate line. It was annoying. So was his not using capitalization, for that matter. It was hard to imagine that this guy wrote reports for bigwigs with lots of money to lose. Only he probably got someone else to do the writing for him.

Cheryl: Sounds fine.

It doesn’t take much, her mother said. Does it?

“Fuck you,” she whispered and closed the instant messenger program before Paul wrote anything else. Or before she did. Cheryl wished she’d written the two words she’d just uttered as her first response to him.

It’s not too late to cancel, Kristen chimed in.

No, it wasn’t, but Cheryl knew she wouldn’t.
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Kristen stopped drawing and looked again at her cell phone. It lay with the Bluetooth earpiece on the rolling drawers next to her drawing table. She sighed. The tingling in the pit of her stomach wouldn’t subside even though Cheryl had sounded fine when they’d talked a little while ago.

Had she sounded fine, though? Kristen wasn’t sure. Ever since Cheryl’s client killed herself, Kristen was convinced things weren’t right up in Boston.

She had some good memories of visiting Boston and going to Jamaica Pond during her late teens. Cheryl had done her best to make sure Kristen’s life was good, though she knew that Cheryl’s wasn’t as good in those days. Try as she might to hide it, Kristen had seen Cheryl’s addiction to painkillers grow and hadn’t known what to do. She could only worry from afar at her foster parents’ house. Her sister had saved her life, but how could Kristen save hers?

Now that she’d finally spoken to Cheryl, Kristen didn’t feel much better. Something was going on with her older sister. Her client’s suicide was a part of it, that creep Paul was another. And deep in the pit of Kristen’s stomach, she felt like there was another thing, something less concrete.

She sighed and her eyes fell on the stack of books and comic books she was reading or intended to read. One of her current favorites, a comic book called Infinite Portals, was at the top of the stack since it arrived today. It was quickly approaching eleven and she really needed to finish the last illustration so she could bring it to her editor tomorrow. Infinite Portals would be her reward for finishing her work.

“Back to the drawing board,” she said, and turned back to the picture of the red and yellow monkey with a Jughead Jones crown hat. As she picked up her red marker, Kristen suddenly thought about how her mother had almost killed her and Cheryl. She shivered. It was amazing they’d made it to adulthood with any semblance to normalcy at all.
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Cheryl looked at the ceiling. The day had been long and she was tired, deeply tired, but sleep wouldn’t come. The bed and pillows were comfortable but it didn’t matter. It was after midnight. Cars still drove along Centre Street. She heard a bus pull up, the hiss that came along with it, and then its acceleration. Squares of light moved across the ceiling. Her queen size bed felt lonely. She understood why she’d responded to Paul’s initial IM tonight. He was there; perhaps only for the moment—and probably not for much longer—but she was lonely and he wanted to provide her company.

It’s that easy, ain’t it? her mother said. You poor little thing. And that’s why you are where you are.

Cheryl blinked back tears. It’d been a while since she felt like this. She hated the feeling.

“Leave me alone,” she said through clenched teeth. “Just…fuck…off.”

There was no response. She forced herself to think about Kristen’s newfound happiness and the smile grew naturally. The thought of her kid sister in a happy relationship delighted her. And if there was just a tinge of jealousy, well, she was only human.


Chapter 4
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Missy stood in a small valley at the park just off Jamaica Pond. Hills surrounded her, some with woods, some without. It had been a favorite place to go to when her father had first moved up here in that small apartment on Green Street. She hated to admit (and would not to her father) but she had sometimes thought about the pond when she lived in Harden. Now that she lived right across the street, it was a place easily within reach.

“Missy!”

She looked up the hill behind her and saw Kathy Chambers. She hadn’t seen Kathy in person since their trials.

“Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water,” Kathy sang and then ran.

Missy climbed to the top of the hill and found her former best friend walking along a blacktop path toward the woods. She was with another blonde girl who looked, from behind, like she might be around their age. The girl wore an old-fashioned, frilly white and yellow dress, quite unlike Kathy’s tee shirt and jeans. There was something familiar about her. Both girls disappeared into the woods.

“Wait!” Missy shouted and followed the girls down the blacktop path.

The woods were sparse. This was a park in the city, after all. To her right, the land dropped into another steep hill, the trees going down along the side. It went down to another blacktop path that circled the pond. To her left, the woods were thick. There was no sign of Kathy or the other girl. No footsteps, no sounds of girls’ voices. Missy walked along the blacktop path until she came to two eight-foot-fences, the gates of both were chained locked. Behind the fence directly in front of her, and through more woods, stood a brick house. No, a mansion. The brick was old and faded, weather worn. Most of the windows on the front of the house were broken. The old mansion had at one time been as beautiful as the mansions that lined the part of Pond Street that surrounded the pond, including the one she now lived in with her father. The front porch, which was mostly wood, was splintering and lopsided. The door behind it had a sign that, while difficult to read from this distance, Missy guessed warned against trespassing.

A giggle to her left made her turn. Inside the other fence, this one went in a large rectangle on the edge of the hill before it dipped down to the path and the pond, appeared to be a cracked and broken tennis court. Grass and small trees sprouted between the broken chunks of blacktop. Kathy and the girl had somehow gotten inside.

“Hey!” Missy called to them. “How’d you get in there?”

They looked at her. Kathy’s brown eyes were no longer the happy, round eyes Missy remembered, but were sad with dark bags under them. The familiar girl in the old-fashioned dress stared at Missy with her right hand behind her back. Her eyes were very light; from this distance they appeared gray. The front of her dress over her small, barely noticeable breasts was a reddish-brown color, which Missy found odd.

“Emily will still play with me,” Kathy said. “She won’t leave me.”

The girl tugged on Kathy’s hand. Kathy knelt in front of her. That’s when Missy noted a dark line going across the new girl’s neck and realized what the dark stuff on her chest was. She smiled and her teeth were black.

I’ve seen her before, she thought.

Fear bubbled up from Missy’s belly and she grabbed the chain links and rattled the gate doors. The chain with the old padlock remained fastened and all she did was make noise.

Kathy looked up at the blonde girl. The blonde girl’s right hand came out from behind her grasping a knife with a big, shiny blade, like a hunting knife Missy had seen at the Walmart where her mother worked.

“No!” Missy screamed. “Kathy, run! Kathy!”

Kathy looked at her.

“All I wanted to do was play House.” She returned her attention to the blonde girl.

The knife went up.

“Please save me,” Kathy whispered to the girl. Missy shouldn’t have been able to hear the whisper but did, as though it had been whispered into her ear. “I don’t like it in here.”

“It’s good,” the girl responded, and the knife flashed down into Kathy’s chest. Blood erupted, squirting over the blonde girl’s dress. Missy turned away from the scene, ready to run, but the dead blonde girl stood in her way, blocking the path.

“It’s good,” she said and slashed the knife across Missy’s belly—
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She jolted awake with a gasp. Morning sunshine came in through her window. A thin layer of sweat covered her body under the tee shirt and boxers she wore to bed and the sheets were wrapped around one leg like a boa constrictor, bunching at her crotch. Her alarm clock read 9:15 AM. What day was it? Thursday.

Another bad dream. If it wasn’t every night lately that she’d had one, it felt like it. She’d had her share of nightmares in the past, but since she’d moved here they were almost every night.

She sighed and sat up, beginning to unravel her leg from the sheet and stopped. Her heart leapt into her throat. The powder blue top sheet had dark crimson spots. Blood.

A cramp rolled through her belly and Missy moaned as she looked at the boxers she wore to bed. She grunted and her face flushed with embarrassment. Gross. Her stomach had begun feeling gross Tuesday morning, the day after her first therapy session. At first she’d thought it was the pancakes and sausage that she and her father had eaten at Sorella’s, a small breakfast place on Centre Street, and then she’d thought maybe she’d gotten a stomach bug over the course of her move to Jamaica Plain. Now she knew the truth. She also knew that there was a lot of pressure on her bladder.

She climbed out of bed, trying to figure out how to discreetly take her boxers and sheets to the laundry room so that her father wouldn’t know what had happened. On her way to the bathroom, she saw her father working at his desk with his headphones on. He must’ve seen her from the corner of his eye because he removed the headphones.

“Morning, hon,” he said with a smile.

Missy grunted in acknowledgement as she went into the bathroom and closed the door. Relief came as her bladder evacuated. Once she was done, she wiped herself and checked the toilet paper. Sure enough.

She opened the cabinet below the sink. There were several rolls of toilet paper, a box of toothpaste, and some Clorox Wipes, but…. No. She could’ve sworn she’d brought some….

“Aw, shit,” she mumbled. Her face burning with embarrassment, she forced herself to open the bathroom door a crack. “Dad.”

He didn’t respond. He was lost in his work and the rock music he listened to while working. Missy took in a deep breath. “Da-ad!”
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Considering how embarrassing the morning was for both of them, with her father having to run to the nearest CVS for her and all that fun, he didn’t need much convincing to allow Missy to go outside by herself. He gave her a cell phone. It was an old Razr, kinda sucky compared to his iPhone, but better than nothing.

“I’ll be looking at who you’re calling and who’s calling you,” he said. “Just so you know.”

She rolled her eyes. How could a person be so giving and so strict at the same time?

“Where are you planning to go for your walk?”

She shrugged. “The pond, I guess. Maybe Centre Street.”

“If you go up to Centre Street, don’t go past the monument. You know the one? Across from your counselor’s office?”

“Yeah,” she said. Of course she knew the monument, she wasn’t stupid.

“And don’t go past, oh, the CVS or 7-11 in the other direction.”

“Oka-ay.”

He gave her a hug. “I love you. Have fun.”

She escaped from his embrace as quickly as possible and left.

The smells outside were green and the air was hot. It might have only been a few days into summer but the heat was already coming on strong. Still, being outside felt good and being on her own felt even better.

The main entrance/exit to their condo was on the porch on the side of the former mansion. Turning to her right, she looked at the backyard. A huge old tree reached with its branches and brushed the back of the old house, just below and to the left
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