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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Scars from Other People’s Wars

          

          July 1976

        

      

    

    
      The five-year-old boy in the passenger seat of the speeding blue hatchback fixed his gaze on the raindrops as they spattered the windshield and were erased by the wipers only to reappear and be erased again. The wipers moved almost precisely in time to the steady beat of the music from the radio, yet the rain and the rhythm did little to soothe the boy’s distress. He shot a quick glance at the man behind the wheel.

      Danny Masenda sensed his father’s mounting anxiety, watched as the man ran a chubby hand through his receding black hair, listened as he muttered under his breath, and shrank away as he pounded the edge of the steering wheel with his fist, oblivious to Danny’s terrified gaze.
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        * * *

      

      Earlier in the evening, Aunt Maureen had stopped by his father’s apartment with a birthday gift for Danny. She was one of the few adults he was always happy to see. It seemed that all the others were always arguing with each other for reasons he didn’t understand.

      No sooner had Danny opened his new toy, a police car almost as long as his arm, than his father told him to take it outside on the patio so he and Aunt Maureen could talk. A few minutes later, their discussion became heated and loud enough to overhear through the screen door.

      “You shouldn’t have done it in the first place, Gary.” Aunt Maureen had a loud voice even when she talked normally. He’d never heard her shout before. “You don’t use your son as a pawn to get—”

      “Don’t fuckin’ lecture me. I don’t want to hear it. Theresa is sick in the head. She can’t be talked to and she can’t be reasoned with. I’m glad she’s scared now. Let her worry. The bitch has it coming. I’ll be almost completely broke after this fuckin’ divorce. Look at this place. After everything I worked for, all I can afford now is this one-bedroom shithole. Between the alimony and child support, I’ll barely scrape by.”

      “And none of that was Danny’s fault, was it?” Maureen said. “This is not his battle. Your son deserves better than this.”

      “You know what, Maureen? I didn’t even want any damn kids. It was her idea, not mine.”

      “Great attitude, Gary. If dad were alive to hear that, he’d knock your head off.”

      “Yeah, well, he ain’t around and I’m sick of arguing with you about this.”

      “You’re sick of arguing? You used us, Gary. You used mom, my daughter, and me. You lied to us when you said that Theresa let you take Danny for the entire month while she moved back to Baltimore. So, of course, we were happy to take turns watching him while you were at work.

      “What if the cops showed up at one of our homes while Danny was there? We could’ve been charged with accessory to kidnapping. Did you ever consider that? How do you think Danny’s going to react someday when he learns you didn’t even want him or that you used him against his mother?”

      On the patio outside, Danny had begun to get a vague understanding of why his father and aunt were arguing. For some reason, he wasn’t supposed to be here. His mom was looking for him—with the cops!

      Danny looked down at the plastic police car. As he pushed it along the concrete, he envisioned himself in the back seat, being driven away from his dad. It didn’t make sense. Mom and Dad lived together in a big house. Maybe Dad was just here on vacation like when he rented that cabin in Maine last summer and took Danny fishing. Yet this didn’t feel anything like a vacation.

      Danny abandoned the toy car and sat with his back against the wall beside the screen door, staying just out of sight from inside the apartment. There was a dull ache forming in the pit of his stomach. It was a familiar pain, one that happened almost every time he got scared.

      His father spoke again in a quiet voice. “Okay, fine, I’m sorry. You’re right, Maureen. The only thing on my mind was getting back at her and I’m starting to regret it now. I’ll apologize to mom when this is all over.”

      “It ends tonight,” Maureen said. “That’s what I came here to tell you. I talked with Theresa and she assured me that if you bring Danny home by ten o’clock, she won’t press charges and she won’t tell her lawyer. It’ll be like it never happened. She’s giving you a chance, Gary. If I were you, I’d take it.”
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        * * *

      

      The repetitive clicking of a turn signal brought Danny’s thoughts back to the present. The rain had stopped and now there were a lot more streetlights along the road leading off the highway. Since his father had stopped talking to himself and didn’t seem so angry now, Danny gathered up enough courage to speak.

      “Where’re we goin’?”

      “I’m taking you home to your mother.”

      “But I want to stay with you.”

      “You can’t stay with me,” his father snapped. “Do you want your daddy to go to jail?”

      “For what?” Danny couldn’t hold back his tears.

      His father lowered his voice and placed a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “Just calm down, buddy, you’re going to be okay. Nothing to worry about.”

      Staring up at the streetlights as they passed brought Danny some comfort. Bright spots in the darkness that calmed his fears, if only for a moment. At least he was going home.

      Danny looked forward to the long hallway leading from the living room to his bedroom where he used to run with his hobbyhorse and push his toy fire truck along a pretend street. The backyard that seemed as large as a football field, where he would kick his soccer ball and fly his red kite.

      “Is Mane going to be there?” Danny asked, though he dreaded the answer.

      “Uh, no,” his dad replied. “Mane won’t be there. Sorry.”

      Mane was the neighbor’s collie that always stuck his snout through the chain link fence between their yards so Danny could pet him. They’d named him Mane because the fur around his head resembled a lion’s mane. Danny had seen a lion at the zoo once, and on TV. He liked the collie better.

      The last time Danny was home, he sat beside his mother on the floor of their empty living room. He had wondered why almost everything in the house was gone but had been too nervous to ask. Danny had been playing with a toy airplane, Snoopy the Flying Ace. His mother had said that they were waiting for his daddy to pick him up for the weekend.

      That day seemed so long ago now. Somehow, he knew that he would never see that house again. Wherever his dad was taking him tonight, Danny hoped that at least the cartoon beagle would be waiting for him even if the collie wouldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      In the living room of a modest Baltimore row home, the family of Theresa Quinn-Masenda was gathered in anticipation of her son’s return. Her father, Vaughn, and two brothers, Paul and Kurt, were more than eager for Gary’s arrival. It took every ounce of persuasion from Theresa and her mother, Carolyn, to keep them at bay.

      “You should’ve had the bastard arrested.” Paul paced the length of the room, slamming fist into palm.

      From the storm door that overlooked the front porch, Theresa turned to address her older brother. “I want to handle this quietly. The divorce put me through enough. Besides, I don’t want Danny to have a father in jail.”

      “He was never a father to begin with,” Vaughn snapped. Though his white hair had thinned and his shoulders slouched with age, his ire remained as fierce as it had been in his youth. “Do you really think he did this to spend more time with his son? He’s just—”

      “I know why he did this.” Theresa cut him off. “I’m not stupid and I’m not a child so stop talking down to me. I’ve had enough of that from you over the years.” With a deep breath, she collected herself before continuing. “Look, I’m asking you guys, please don’t go near Gary when he shows up and do not threaten him. In fact, keep quiet unless he provokes you, which he won’t. Last thing I want is to give the neighbors a show. When he gets here, I’ll go out alone to get Danny. Are we clear?”

      “He should lose his visitation rights for this.” Vaughn checked his watch. “He’s already forty minutes late. Do you really trust him to be here?”

      “Why, are you in a hurry?” Carolyn stood beside her daughter at the front door. The difference in their appearances was marked only by years. When Theresa was in her teens, she and her mother were often mistaken for sisters.  “This is your grandson. Besides, I think the answer to your question just pulled up.”

      “It figures he’d make you walk across the street to get Danny,” Kurt said. “He’s too scared to park in front of the house. Probably knows we’re all here.”

      Everyone moved to the windows as Theresa stepped out onto the porch, all composure a façade, and sauntered across the street to Gary’s car. She opened the passenger door and unbuckled Danny’s seat belt. Exchanging no words with Gary, she pulled her son from the car with a little more force than intended.

      Theresa had moved into the neighborhood during her son’s absence. She knew this was the first time he was seeing his new home. Clutching his hand, she hurried him across the street and onto the porch where her mother waited to take Danny inside.

      “Can you handle him?” Carolyn nodded toward Gary, who remained behind the wheel.

      “No problem.”

      Returning to his car, Theresa stepped around to the driver’s side. Although the window was open, Gary stared straight ahead, avoiding her gaze.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Theresa said. “What were you trying to accomplish other than pissing me off? Kidnapping is a federal crime, jackass. If you ever pull this again, I will put you in jail.”

      Gary muttered a “fuck off,” for which he received a slap across the face.

      He threw the car door open and leapt from the vehicle. “Bitch, I’ll knock you—”

      “There are three guys in that house just lined up to beat the shit out of you so please, do something stupid. Remember the last time you hit me? I slammed a vase across the side of your head. Exactly how many stitches did you need? Try it now and you’ll be leaving in a body bag, you dumb fuck.”

      Gary risked a fleeting glance toward the house just as Theresa’s father and brothers stepped out onto the porch. “They won’t always be there for you.”

      “Don’t threaten me, you little pussy. You’re good at beating women but shit yourself when you’re up against a guy. You should be damn grateful I didn’t call the cops. I still might tell my lawyer about this.”

      “So what do you want?”

      “An increase in alimony and child support. It’s very simple, Gary, you pay me and maybe this little kidnapping stunt of yours never happened.”

      “You’re getting enough as it is.” He climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed the door.

      “Then I’ll see you back in court.”

      Ignoring her, Gary turned up the radio to deter any further discussion.

      Theresa backed away from his car as it screeched off, speeding through the stop sign at the end of the street and turning out of sight. To her chagrin, she had not avoided the watchful gaze of a few neighbors. She strolled back to her house and greeted them with a forced smile, confident that they couldn’t have gleaned much from the evening’s events. The last thing Theresa needed was an entire block of strangers gossiping about her.
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        * * *

      

      Danny stood in the middle of the living room as his grandparents and uncles departed. He had a vague idea that this place was to be his new home, but he was far too scared to ask. The quivering in his chest that had started in his dad’s car wouldn’t go away.

      His mom closed the door and rubbed her forehead for a moment before regarding him with disgust. “He didn’t take care of you at all, did he? Your clothes are stained, your hair’s a mess. When was the last time you had a bath?” She waved him toward the stairs. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.” Danny started forward until she snapped her fingers. “Wait. Stay right there.”

      She hurried toward an end table and rifled through the top drawer. After a few seconds, she removed a small black case. Opening it, she checked to ensure that the camera was loaded with film and batteries.

      “I’m going to take some pictures of you,” she explained. “But I don’t want you to smile, okay? You’re all dirty because your daddy didn’t take care of you after he stole you from me and I need to show my lawyer how you looked when he brought you home. So remember, just look at me and don’t smile.”

      As the flash erupted is Danny’s eyes, the very thought of smiling couldn’t have been further from his mind.

      1983

      Home was not a place Danny was terribly fond of. In fact, life there was nothing short of a nightmare.

      Three years ago, on his tenth birthday, his dad stopped coming around. He hadn’t even sent a birthday card. Danny had been disappointed, but not surprised. For months, his father’s new wife had made deliberate efforts to drive a wedge between him and his son. During one of Danny’s last visits to their house, he had overheard a conversation in which she urged Gary to leave his old life behind because there was no room in their future for Danny.

      Despite his dad’s absence, the constant legal battles between his parents had not abated. Gary had moved at least three times in the past seven years in an effort to evade alimony and child support payments. Recently, the courts had ruled to deduct these from his father’s paycheck. According to his mom, they called it garnishing.

      This had served to inflame Gary’s hatred toward his ex-wife. And maybe me, too. Danny understood the enormous stress his mom was dealing with as a single parent, let alone what his dad was putting her through. Worse, she had no more than a high school education and had been out of work for the first five years of Danny’s life. As such, his mom was hard-pressed to find full time employment, forced to settle for part time jobs that paid barely above minimum wage.

      Which is why Danny dreaded the moment he stepped through the front door. Hearing his mother in the kitchen, he rushed for the steps and nearly reached the safety of the second floor.

      “Danny,” his mother called from the kitchen doorway. “I need you to go to the store.”

      Lifting his right arm to scratch his opposite shoulder, Danny slowly descended the stairs and stopped as she approached.

      “What’s wrong with your shoulder?”

      “Just a little itch.”

      “Here.” She thrust forward a grocery list along with coupons and cash.

      Danny took them with his free hand and shoved them into his pocket. Unfortunately, the motion tussled his shirt just enough to reveal a section of the stain he was attempting to hide.

      “What’s that?” His mother frowned.

      When Danny remained silent, she forced his arm to his side to reveal a large mud stain. She closed her eyes and sighed. “Is it at all possible for you to keep just one item of clothing clean? Is that too much to ask?”

      Her voice grew more strident in direct proportion to her temper. “This shirt cost me ten dollars! God knows the cost of the other clothes you ruined over the years. When are you going to learn to take care of things?”

      Her grip on Danny’s wrist had tightened as she spoke, but he was far too frightened to protest. He had learned long ago when to keep his mouth shut.

      She took a deep breath before continuing. “My attorney called this morning to tell me that for the fourth time, your… father… just quit his job and moved without telling anyone. So now we won’t be getting any more money from him until we track him down again. Do you think I can afford to keep buying clothes for you because of your carelessness?”

      “I’m sorry,” Danny croaked. “We were playing—”

      “I don’t care!” She dragged him toward the front door. After taking back the grocery money, she opened the storm door and shoved him onto the porch. He collided with the wrought iron rail shoulder first. “If you want to sleep in this house tonight, you owe me ten bucks.”

      “I don’t have any money,” Danny mumbled.

      “Well, until you do, I don’t want to see you.”

      With that, she slammed the door. Danny was accustomed to the fear and physical wounds that his mother typically inflicted upon him, but this latest dilemma was new and seemingly insurmountable. Where he was going to find ten bucks?

      With a fleeting glance at the neighboring rowhomes, he was thankful to see no one about. It was difficult to keep these incidents private in such close quarters.

      As he left the porch, Danny winced and massaged his shoulder—the same one that he had earlier pretended to scratch. He wandered for several blocks and eventually found himself at the local playground along with one of his classmates. Miranda Lorensen, a bright, cheerful girl with blonde hair and sky-blue eyes, propelled herself on a swing while her mother, Karen, sat on a nearby bench engrossed in a book. Miranda waved as Danny approached and took an adjacent swing. She brought herself to a stop, digging her heels into the dirt and kicking up a dust cloud.

      “Hi!” Her smiled faded. “Are you okay?”

      Miranda had an uncanny ability to detect others’ moods and emotions. Danny revealed what had transpired at home. As soon as he finished, Miranda leapt from her swing and ran to her mother. After a minute or two, she waved him over as Karen tucked her book into her purse. Inviting him to sit beside her, she questioned him on the incident with his mother.

      “Maybe we should all go to your house and I can talk to your mom.”

      Danny shook his head and started massaging his shoulder. “If my mom finds out I told you, she’d kill me. She doesn’t like it when I tell people about our problems.”

      “What happened to your shoulder?”

      Danny stammered for a moment. “I… fell on our porch. I’m okay.”

      With a sidelong glance at her daughter, Karen produced a ten-dollar bill from her purse. “Tell her you found it in the park. You wouldn’t exactly be lying.” She smiled at his stunned expression. “You can pay me back someday.”

      Thanking them both, he carefully folded the bill and slipped it into his back pocket before running off.
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        * * *

      

      When Danny was out of earshot, Miranda turned to her mother. “I’m really worried about him. I told you what his mom did to him the last time I was at their house.”

      “That’s why you’re not allowed to go back there.”

      “But we gotta help him.”

      “We just did.” Karen glanced at her watch. “It’s time for dinner. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “You just happened to find this… in the park.”

      “Well, not right away. I walked everywhere before I saw it near the swings. I guess it fell out of someone’s pocket.”

      Theresa glared at him. “I might call some of your friends’ parents and if I find out that you got this from one of them, I will beat you bloody. Now put those clothes in the laundry and go to bed. I want you out of my sight for a while. Christ, you cause me nothing but problems.”

      As he climbed the steps, his mother muttered to herself as she usually did after chastising him—although “bastard” was audible enough.

      He trudged up the steps to his room. Incurring his mother’s wrath had become a frequent activity. There were days that left him to wonder about those guardian angels they told him about in school. If he had one, it must work overtime to have kept him alive this long.

      Danny pulled off his shirt and reached into his dresser to retrieve his pajamas. He caught his reflection in the mirror and stared for a moment at the black and blue mark on his shoulder. He grimaced at similar bruises across his back. Painful reminders of a few days earlier when he’d forgotten to turn off a lamp before leaving the room. It had happened once before with the television. Punishment was more severe the second time. Such mistakes cost money.

      Glancing up at the small wooden crucifix above his door, he thanked the Lord that his mother didn’t know Miranda’s phone number. She had only visited his house twice. Most of the time, they saw one another at school.

      The mud stain on his shirt was more obvious than he’d realized. He took it into the bathroom. Soaping up a damp washcloth, he wiped the shirt vigorously. To his relief, the stain faded to a light tan. He was confident that the washer would take care of the rest and he’ll have redeemed himself in his mother’s eyes.

      Wringing out the excess water, he balled up the shirt and tossed it into the hamper in the hallway. After turning off the light in his room, he climbed into bed and buried himself under the covers, careful to lie on his left side facing away from the door. In doing so, he felt more secure somehow, as if shutting out the fear and uneasiness of the day before slipping away into his only true escape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Twenty-Five Years Later

          

        

      

    

    
      Port Kirkland was a small town nestled in Virginia’s Eastern Shore along that small peninsula between the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. On this unseasonably warm afternoon in mid-March, a crowd had gathered to celebrate the opening of a new facility. On the dais before them, octogenarian and nationally renowned philanthropist Gayle Shartle took to the lectern amid a standing ovation.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending the third annual charity banquet benefiting ESCAPe, the Eastern Shore Child Advocacy Program. We began five years ago with only one youth center converted from an old warehouse in Richmond. Through the generous donations from both the public and private sectors, we’ve since been able to open several more throughout the state of Virginia.

      “Our centers provide a safe, healthy, and creative environment for children and teens in trouble. Whether they’re struggling with drug or alcohol addiction, coping with an abusive or toxic home life, or simply looking for a place to belong, our doors are always open and our staff dedicated to helping them.

      “Today, the founders of ESCAPe would like to honor someone whose unfailing support and overwhelming generosity have been unparalleled in our history. Thanks to him, we are proud to open our fourth youth center here in Port Kirkland. Please show your heartfelt appreciation to Mayor Daniel Masenda.”

      The mayor rose from his seat and shook Shartle’s hand before addressing the citizens of his town. “Thank you, Mrs. Shartle, and thank you all very much. For occasions like this, I tend not to prepare a speech. Instead, I prefer to speak from the heart. Of course, sometimes that gets me into trouble, but nothing I haven’t been able to talk my way out of.”

      Laughter erupted from scattered members of the gathering as Daniel continued. “When I arrived in Port Kirkland, I had no intention of sticking around. My finances, however, dictated otherwise. I left home right after college and never looked back. After bouncing around the country for a while exploring my options, I landed here almost flat broke. That was fourteen years ago. Not much of an explorer, I guess.

      “Frankly, it was the best thing that ever…” Daniel caught sight of a young boy, perhaps six or seven years old, staring at him from behind the last row of seats. His chest quivered with an inexplicable surge of anxiety as he observed the boy’s gray, ashen pallor. Their gazes met for a moment before the child sauntered off toward a pair of police officers—and vanished. Neither of the cops reacted. How could they have missed that?

      Several heads in the audience turned to follow his gaze. Daniel forced his attention back to the task at hand. “To, uh, make a long story short. Just as I was made to feel welcome and safe in our small town back then, so we should strive to do the same for our children.

      “This building behind me is not just a youth center where kids can stop by and play basketball or volleyball. This is a safehouse for children in need of guidance, protection and in some cases, nurturing that they might not receive anywhere else. If my time as mayor of this town leaves no other legacy, I would be proud because in my heart this ESCAPe center represents my most important contribution. Except maybe when I lowered boat storage fees at the docks.”

      Again, laughter among the crowd was accompanied by mild applause.

      “Thank you for joining us today in support of this beautiful moment in Port Kirkland’s history.”

      As the audience cheered, Gayle Shartle returned to Daniel’s side and asked him to remain at the lectern with her. A young man approached the dais carrying a triangular object covered in a swatch of black satin. He was one of the many teens who had benefited from ESCAPe’s youth centers. He stood beside Shartle, cradling the base of the object with both hands.

      She leaned toward the microphone. “Before we close this event, it has become a tradition to show our appreciation to our most dedicated supporters.”

      The boy handed her the mystery item. She removed its satin cover to reveal a glass pyramid, approximately eight inches tall, centered on a black marble base.

      Rotating it in her hands until she found the appropriate side, she read the inscription aloud. “For his unwavering support for the children of our community, this year’s ESCAPe award is presented to Mayor Daniel Masenda.”

      Daniel accepted the trophy and held it up for all to see. Clapping resumed while photographers and cameramen from television stations and online news sites swooped in for a closeup. The entire ceremony was mere icing on a long awaited brick and mortar cake. The true reward was for the children.

      The next thirty minutes saw the mayor besieged by reporters. Frank Parelli, the township’s public relations director, beamed at the sight of his mayor and his town being honored so. Despite a throbbing headache, Daniel handled the interviews with a graceful, modest aplomb.

      He shot a glance at Parelli, who took his cue to intervene and ushered the group toward Gayle Shartle. Daniel scanned the area in search of the strange little boy that had disturbed him earlier. Someone else must have noticed a kid with gray skin and lifeless black eyes. He arched his back to peer around the throng of reporters but saw no sign of the youngster.

      “Good job, Dan-o.”

      Daniel spun to face his deputy mayor. Bruce Hargrove was a lifetime resident of Port Kirkland and the first real friend that Daniel had made almost a year after moving to the town. He also owned and operated two charter boats offering tours and fishing trips on the Chesapeake Bay. Though he was older than Daniel by only four months, booze, cigarettes, and a perennial tan had aged his appearance beyond his years.

      “Nice shirt,” Daniel said. “What are those, yellow-fin tuna?”

      Bruce was dressed in his usual manner—untucked short-sleeved shirt, khaki cargo pants, and deck shoes with no socks. “Got it for Christmas. First time I wore it. All you said was ‘at least wear a collared shirt, please.’ Hope I didn’t embarrass you this time.”

      “You? Impossible.”

      “So what happened up there? You seemed a bit shaken up at one point. Y’all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Did you see that creepy kid back there?” Daniel waved toward the last row of seats, which were now empty.

      “Which one? They’re all creepy to me. Besides this is a kid’s center, they’re everywhere.”

      “I forgot you don’t like kids.”

      “Of course I like kids, I just can’t eat one whole.”

      “You have a joke for every occasion.”

      “Yes, but enough about me. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Maybe you should go home and crash,” Bruce said. “Duck out of here before one of these rich, stuffed shirts decides to give the town even more money. You’ve been pushin’ yourself hard for months.”

      “Good idea. I got a lot to do on Monday. Budget meeting first thing. Then we’re doing the ribbon cutting for the re-opening of the Matson River Trail. Whole damn thing’s finally paved. Then I’m doing lunch with Vicki.”

      “Oh yeah, where is she?”

      “Boston.”

      “Shame she missed this.”

      Daniel shrugged. “She just became a director at her daddy’s company, so she feels the need to impress him by working seven days a week.”

      “Well, maybe I’ll show up for the ribbon cutting on Monday if I can roll out of bed.”

      “Just leave the beer keg at home this time.”

      “What do you care? You don’t drink.”

      “I suppose it would be a waste of breath to remind you about appearances.”

      Bruce folded his arms in mock indignation. “And what exactly’s wrong with my appearance?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” Daniel started off toward the parking lot. “You’re the epitome of style, my friend.”

      A few minutes later, he slouched behind the wheel of his SUV and tossed the award onto the passenger seat. Loosening his tie, he gazed at his reflection in the rearview mirror only to be met by the dark eyes and sallow face of the young boy. Daniel’s twisted in his seat, but there was no one behind him. He threw open the door and leapt from the car. There were no kids in sight. Maybe I have been pushing myself too hard…
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        * * *

      

      There were few advantages to growing up in a single parent home. If Daniel could point to any positive aspects at all, they would be discipline and responsibility — both of which had been learned at a very early age. After his parents had divorced, his mother relied on him to shoulder many of the domestic responsibilities.

      Three decades separated him from those days. Today, Daniel owned a home of his own with a deck that provided a beautiful view of the Matson River. Five years ago, he was the youngest person ever to be elected mayor for two consecutive terms after serving as the township treasurer for seven years. What more could he ask for? While his life had improved financially since childhood, he still felt a pang of guilt when he thought of his mother. They hadn’t spoken in fourteen years. Still, if nothing else, she had raised him to be independent and he was glad of it.

      He tossed the last of his clean laundry into the basket and expelled any further thoughts of his past. As he carried the load up to his bedroom, he caught a glimpse of his mailbox through the window. Shit, I haven’t checked it in two days.

      Leaving the basket on the floor, he opened the door and jogged down the steps to the curb. A moment later, with a stack of envelopes and magazines in hand, he started back toward his house and was met with a stream of water that struck him directly between the eyes and continued halfway down his shirt.

      From his neighbor’s balcony, the seven-year-old with the giant Super Soaker giggled.

      Daniel wiped his face with his sleeve. “Nice aim, kid.”

      “Teddy! What are you doing?”

      The trigger-happy tot fell silent as his mother charged out to the balcony and surveyed the scene. Her shoulders slumped as she looked from Daniel to the weapon of mass nuisance—and the water gun clutched in his stubby fingers.

      “I’m so sorry, sir,” she said. “It’s a gift from my brother and he just won’t put it down. He drenched the hamster two days ago.”

      “No problem, the shirt’s drip-dry.” Daniel had a fleeting urge to make a joke about a drip-dry hamster, but nothing came to mind. “Have a good one.”

      “You, too. Thanks.”

      Shaking his head, he bounded up the steps and back into his house as the woman admonished the boy. He didn’t know them very well, only that she was a single parent. Every few weeks, Teddy’s father arrived to pick him up. He seemed nice enough. Still, Daniel couldn’t help but to harbor some sympathy toward the kid.

      Again, he found his thoughts wandering back to his own past. “Whatever.”

      Hanging up his shirts in the closet, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirrored sliding door. His eyes betrayed fatigue resulting from months of long hours and little rest. Tomorrow was Friday and he was never more grateful for it. “Screw it. Maybe I’ll spend the weekend in bed.” He tossed the laundry basket into the closet, closed the door—and found himself staring at the bruised and bloodied face of a young boy no more than six years old.

      “Shit!” Daniel reeled back and glanced around his bedroom. The laundry basket was tipped over near his feet. The dresser was at his back and the bed to his right. Bright sunlight illuminated the room from the bay window. Daniel drew some small comfort from the latter. Reality had not completely abandoned him. Everything was as it should be, save for the drama playing out in the mirror.

      The boy peered over his shoulder at a dingy white door just as it was thrown open with a force that made Daniel’s heart skip. The silhouette of a dark, slender wraith undulated in the doorway surrounded by a cold gray-white glow.

      While the creature remained still, its shadow began to twist and contort around the boy’s legs. The child’s terrified gaze met Daniel’s. He managed to wriggle an arm from the wraith’s grasp and extended a hand through the mirror.

      Daniel reached for him. He didn’t understand what was happening, only that a child was in danger. The shadow yanked the boy back toward the door. “Stop!” Daniel leapt to his feet. “Leave him alone!” He slammed his fist into the glass. It shattered instantly, black shards exploding around him releasing a sound like the scream of a tormented soul.

      Daniel sat up and shot a glance at the alarm clock. It was nearly three-thirty in the morning, far too early for the buzzer. He took a moment to calm himself and realized that the persistent, electronic screeching was coming from outside the bedroom.

      The smoke alarm!

      Tossing the covers aside, he raced to the door and threw it open. The alarm fell silent. Daniel flipped on the hallway light. When a cursory inspection revealed nothing out of the ordinary, he patrolled the entire floor to ensure that all was well. He glared at the smoke alarm on the ceiling. Its small green LED light flashed every ten seconds or so as normal. Daniel considered replacing the battery but recalled that he had done so a week ago.

      He slumped against the doorjamb and practiced a breathing exercise while attempting to make sense of the night’s events. The timing of the alarm was an eerie coincidence given the context of his dream. He shot a glance toward the closet doors.

      At this angle, Daniel could see only the reflection of the dresser and the wall behind it. With a deep breath, he re-entered the room and stood before the mirror. After a moment, he smiled sheepishly at his naked reflection. He pulled a t-shirt and shorts from the dresser.

      Shaking his head in disbelief at what was probably the most vivid and disturbing dream he had ever experienced, Daniel trudged into the bathroom and splashed his face with cold water. He closed his eyes and hunched over the sink for almost a full minute before reaching for a towel. After drying off, he peered into the mirror.

      The face that stared back was his, but the bloody nose, split lip, and swollen eye were straight out of his nightmare. Yet, Daniel was wide awake this time. He pressed his fingers against the glass. His reflection mimicked his movement precisely.

      Why should I expect otherwise?

      Daniel yanked his hand away and marched back into the bedroom. He stopped just short of the closet doors. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths.

      What the hell’s going on? This is impossible. Am I possessed? I don’t feel any different. There’s no pain. My thoughts seem to be my own. I don’t hear any voices. No, that can’t be me. No goddamn way. Someone’s fuckin’ with me.

      Opening his eyes, he faced his full-length reflection in the closet door. The face was still the same—the swollen discolored skin, the open wounds.

      The blood.

      Daniel spent the rest of night huddled in the corner of his locked office down the hall. It was, after all, the only room on the second floor without a mirror.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, the mayor was missing in action.

      Vicki Harlan had known Daniel for several months before they began dating three years ago. During that time, he had never stood her up or ignored her calls. When both happened on the same day, the only conclusion was that something was amiss.

      She tried to reach him at his office before calling his assistant. Samantha explained that the mayor had left a voicemail stating only that he wasn’t feeling well. She could offer no further details as she had taken the day off to visit family.

      Her head snapped up at a knock on her office door. It was her father, Walter. He was also her employer, which had its advantages—and disadvantages.

      “You jumping on this call?” He pointed a thumb toward his office at the opposite end of the hall.

      “Yeah, in a minute. I can’t seem to get in touch with Dan.”

      “I’m sure Mayor Boy-Toy is fine. You can play with him later. This call is about your Singapore trip. Let’s go.”

      Casting a sneer in his direction, Vicki snatched up her laptop and leapt from her seat. “Thanks, Dad. Always so supportive.”

      “I gave you a job, didn’t I?”

      Moments like this proved to be a frustrating disadvantage. Undeterred, she sent a text to Daniel during the meeting. She wasn’t surprised when he failed to reply.

      Her concern having turned to worry, Vicki left her office after the conference call and drove directly to Daniel’s house, which was in complete darkness. Not one light shone from any window. The only evidence that suggested Daniel might be at home was his SUV parked in the garage, visible only by the moonlight that reflected from its metallic blue hood.

      Vicki jogged up the short flight of steps and rang the doorbell. Daniel had provided her with a key, but she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt rather than barge in. After the third ring went unanswered, she let herself
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