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  1.


  Mount Moriah Cemetery is Hell on Earth. It’s treeless and broiling hot from the ferocious July sun, which sears everything, including me. The two headstones—among hundreds—draw tears that blur the world like a Monet painting.


  
    
      	
        Mari Anne


        Summers

      

      	
        Allison Beth


        Summers

      
    


    
      	
        Beloved Mother, Wife

      

      	
        Beloved Daughter, Sister

      
    


    
      	
        1940–1996

      

      	
        1976–1996

      
    

  


  I’ve come out here for eight years on the anniversary of the car accident, and it still hurts so damned much. The therapists all said it would take time, but so far, no good.


  My father doesn’t come any more. Five years ago, he met Marilyn, a woman in her thirties, and remarried. For the first time since Mom and Allison died, he was getting on with his life. I thought I’d be happy for him, but after Marilyn convinced him to put us in his past, I’m pissed that he doesn’t show.


  I kneel before the headstones and look at each of them, as if my mother and Allison sit here, hanging out. A blank space for my father waits to the left of my mother’s name, while to the right, a blank space waits next to Allison’s name.


  “Another year,” I say. “I’m still in New York.” I glance at my mother’s headstone. “And I still can’t keep a girlfriend very long.” There’s comfort in this monologue; this cemetery is a sacred place, and even though I know their souls are gone, it still feels right to talk to them here. “I have my gigs and my job at the bookstore.” Looking around the cemetery, I wish things were different. “I miss you guys so much.”


  The man who slammed head on into them at sixty miles an hour didn’t die. Mr. Walker couldn’t explain what happened, though he said he didn’t do anything wrong. Bullshit. Was the car possessed? He said that he was driving along and then the car took off on him. Serene Southern Drive turned into a collision scene so brutal that they had to pick pieces of bark from Allison’s skull and—it was just real fucking bad.


  My mother and Allison had been driving to the supermarket for groceries. The seatbelts had been released seconds before the accident. The police said the two belts hadn’t even fully retracted. What the hell happened? The only answer my father and I received was that it was a malfunction. They hadn’t gotten them completely on yet. Who expects a sixty-seven-year old man to suddenly play hot rod chicken?


  “Sometimes I think about getting the old band together in honor of the two of you and doing tributes and making you proud of me. I think it’s just so I can see Katarina again. But after all that happened, I know it’s a bad idea.” I sigh and shake my head. “You don’t need to hear this shit. Yeah, I’ve been cursing a lot lately. Better than punching people, right?” I rise, looking from one headstone to the other. “I just wanted to say hi and ask you to give Grandma and Grandpa my love.” I glance up at the sky as if my grandparents are looking down on me.


  Is there an afterlife? Do we reincarnate for another go round or just get tossed in a box to become worm food? I like to think there’s something more waiting for me at the end of my life, but I can’t say what. Maybe I’ll see my grandparents, my mother and Allison; maybe I’ll see New York City one more time.


  “See you guys soon.” I don’t actually mean it, but I say it to everyone I know.


  A tentative touch brushes my arm. I turn, half expecting to see Allison with her teenage girl smile that melted all the boys’ hearts.


  A hot wind abruptly kicks up.


  “Take care, Rick,” a woman’s voice whispers like a breeze.


  But no one’s here, just my anger, loneliness, and me. Fifty yards away, a man in shorts and a T-shirt digs at a fresh grave. He shimmers like a mirage in the retched heat. He stops and stares at me. Goosebumps break out on my skin and I shudder for no reason. Why be scared of a gravedigger? A growing pile of dark earth obscures him as he continues digging. There should be a police officer present if the body is being exhumed. I shudder again. It’s just my imagination running away with me.


  “Take care.”


  The heat must be messing with me; I usually don’t hear people’s voices trickle through my brain. I place a stone on the top of each headstone and offer a prayer of safekeeping; I’m not a religious man, but for family, it feels right.


  I head back to the old, dirty taxi waiting on the narrow road that winds through the cemetery, tossing a look back toward the gravedigger. I’m annoyed that my nerves are getting the better of me when I should be somber and peaceful. The memories of my life before the accident are good and that’s what I always hold on to when I go home.


  The breeze swirls up from the ground, sighing with desperate loneliness that sends a chill through me. I imagine that a sigh so terribly alone should be reserved for very old widows, widowers or …


  Knock it off, Summers. It’s bright daylight in the middle of July. The dead don’t come out this time of day, only at night when it’s not this blisteringly hot. Maybe they’re smarter than we are.


  As I climb back into the cab, the driver’s door closes. I’m lost in memories of summer vacations, family barbeques, friends and parties that leave me empty and sad. I stare up the hill at the two headstones and even though I don’t want to leave, the cab’s meter is running, and I don’t want to sit here much longer. The trip back to the city shouldn’t take more than a half hour, though I’m in no rush to get back to my apartment. It’s going to be hellish with useless fans barely pushing suffocating air around.


  “I’m ready,” I say, and the cab pulls forward. “Back to the city.”


  I start sweating almost immediately. Then I get a strong whiff of rotten meat, like road kill.


  “Wanna turn the A/C on?” I stare at my mother’s and sister’s headstones, then others dotting the green grass. Something thumps against the driver’s side of the car and the back-tire rolls over it.


  “What the hell was that?” I move to the window and peer out. Nothing. I glance out the back of the car.


  The taxi driver lies on the road behind us, his head attached to his body by bloody strands of muscle. His eyes stare blankly after his car. “What the fuck?” I’m suddenly nauseous, made worse by the road kill stench, and light-headed from the abrupt unrealness of the taxi cab driver lying on the road, practically decapitated. My sweaty hands slide on the vinyl seats and I wipe them on my pants.


  “Hey!” Filled with a sense of dread, I turn to see who’s driving. A woman’s face reflects in the rearview mirror and I think: she’s dead. The realization zips through my mind, exploding like a Fourth of July firework. The driver is a dead woman in her mid-twenties. Maybe she’s not dead. But her skin is that odd shade of dead, pale blue that you see in all the zombie movies.


  I look over where the gravedigger had been digging. He’s face down on the ground and it looks like the coffin lid is open.


  I glance back at the driver. It’s definitely a young woman. My curiosity is stronger than my good sense to flee and I lean forward. My big mistake. The driver’s head turns slowly on a stiff neck.


  Your neck would be stiff too if you were dead in a box in the ground for—


  I gasp and throw myself back. Her dead-doll eyes tremble and stare through me. The lips, devoid of color, form a wordless sigh. The make-up covering the bullet hole in her forehead is gone, leaving a blackish-red circle filled with thick ooze. A fly crawls around the circle searching for lunch. But it’s not until I hear her speak, that I realize I’m in a shitload of trouble.


  “Rick.”


  My heart thuds in my ears. My breath is so unsteady that if I try talking, I’ll stutter. But my mind’s not working to speak. What would I say anyway? Please stop, I’d like to get out now? Yeah, like that happens in all the horror movies.


  I don’t know how the dead girl got out of the grave, nor do I care, but I’m not staying. I grab the passenger side door handle, but the lock descends into the door and all I can do is jiggle the damned thing.


  Okay, Rick, stay calm. Stay calm? I can’t catch a good breath. The heat’s unbearable, tortured by the smell of the dead woman that isn’t dead, but driving the cab. I roll the window down, but no one’s around to help me. I glance back at the once-pretty, but now hideous driver, then stick my head out the window to breathe. The heat slams against my face, but at least it’s better than the stench inside the cab. I draw in a deep breath, grateful for the cleaner air.


  The front passenger window rolls down. Reflected in the side mirror, the dead girl leans over. She’s pretty but for the damned bullet hole in her head. “Rick,” she says, “It is Rick this time, right?”


  I don’t answer; I have no idea what she’s talking about.


  “Pull your head in before it gets ripped off.”


  Her eyes quake in their sockets; the irises trembles very quickly from side to side.


  “I’ll take my chances out here, thank you.” I look at anything but her because when I do, chills run through my body and I want to scream and vomit.


  “I can’t afford you getting hurt.” Her words come slowly from a thick tongue that hasn’t spoken since before the bullet sank into her brain.


  “You may not be aware of this, but you’re dead and you’re stinking up the car!”


  “Deal with it, Rick.” The woman pulls the taxi over, gets out and opens the driver’s side back door. She reaches in and her hand tightens around my ankle. I gasp in pain from her strong, icy touch.


  “Let me go!” Panic sets in and I kick at her, but she avoids me.


  “We have plans.” Her other hand grabs my bare leg. She yanks me back in with strength belied by her thin body. “Now sit still.” She slams the back door, gets in the front seat and we’re off.


  I sit up and rub my leg, trying to get some warmth and feeling again. “What do you want from me? Where are we going?” The stench twists my stomach and even breathing through my mouth is bad. The stink of decay sticks to my tongue and forces its way down my throat. If I pass out, it’ll be a blessing. Maybe then my heart will stop jackhammering in my chest. “What are you?”


  She just laughs.


  The smell intensifies and I sit as far from her and as close to the window as I can, trying to breathe in any air that isn’t tainted with death. It’s no use and the nausea wins. Holding my breath only lasts a few seconds and the next breath I take is like swallowing thick bile. I squeeze my eyes shut and half my breakfast forces its way out from between my teeth.


  “That is really gross,” the woman says.


  “And you’re a ravishing beauty.” I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and try to breathe through clenched teeth in hopes of keeping the rest of my eggs and ham down.


  “Why, thank you.”


  With my eyes closed, I focus on Kerri and the breath exercises we’ve done together. Yeah, that’s it, breathe slow and deep, ignore the smell of—forget it, this isn’t working at all. I might as well just—


  “Oh, Rick, did you make a mess back there?” The woman sighs angrily. “Now the car’s gonna stink.”


  “Right. As if it didn’t reek before.” I keep my feet away from the mess on the car floor. “What do you want from me?” No matter how hard I try to keep my voice steady, it trembles badly. My hands shake and my heart does a staccato beat like a prog-metal double bass drum riff.


  “You’ll see. We’re going to a familiar … haunt.” The woman turns her head and her mouth stretches in a rictus grin.


  Suddenly, the radio snaps on. “Truckin’” by the Grateful Dead rolls out of the front speakers.


  I jump and gasp.


  “How apropos. It has indeed been a long strange trip.” She chuckles dryly. “I could really use a drink. Judith hasn’t talked much in the last few days.”


  “Judith?”


  “This body belonged to Judith Baxter until her husband put a bullet through her brain because his dinner wasn’t hot enough. Men are such bastards. For you though, I am death, come to claim you and your beloved once again.”


  “My …? I don’t have a beloved.”


  “Yes, Rick, you do.”


  I try the door handle more aggressively, but to no avail. “Let me out of here!” The handle jiggles, but nothing more. I roll both back windows down, hoping the hot breeze will pull some of the stench out. Either it’s lessened or I’m getting used to it.


  “Where are we going?” I demand of the dead woman, but she says nothing and all that answers me is the Dead’s Bob Weir singing how cities across the country are really all on the same street. Okay, Rick, it’s time for a plan. The taxi slows as we approach the cemetery gates. I can fit through the window. Better than staying in the cab ride to Hell.


  As soon as the taxi comes to a stop, I try throwing myself out, but I’m not as fluid as I’d hoped and instead of floating out the window, I get my upper torso out first, then push off the seat with my feet. Suddenly the window rolls up, pressing into my stomach. I gasp and try pulling myself back in.


  “All I ask is that you sit still,” Ex-Judith Baxter says. “We have somewhere special to go. But you can’t do that, can you?”


  The window rolls up, cutting into my stomach. I wince and groan in pain.


  “What is it?” Judith asks. “A little pain? How high do you think the window can go before you suffer bodily harm? Another two inches? Three?”


  The edge of the window cuts painfully into my stomach. “Let me go.” Tears spring from my eyes.


  “What do you think’ll happen? The window’s not sharp enough to pierce flesh, so that leaves internal injuries. If the window closes too much, something inside you will rupture or snap. You may not die, but you will be damned uncomfortable. By that point, of course, you’ll be useless to me so I might as well let the window keep rolling up until the dull glass ruptures the rest of your organs and your body breaks in two.”


  “Open the fucking window!” The pressure worsens as the window creeps up. My back is pressed against the window frame, wrenching my spine. “Okay! I’ll come in!” Sweat drips in my eyes, blinding me. Tiny little white dots blossom in my vision. My heart thuds like war drums in my brain. The pain rolls in waves to my feet and my head.


  “Hm. Do you think your spine would crack in two, paralyzing you before the window cuts through you?”


  I imagine what she said is about to happen any minute. How much longer until my spine snaps? The pain in my back intensifies; it takes my breath away until I’m suffocating and drowning in the thick heat. “All right! Let me go!”


  “What?”


  I feel close to being crushed as the glass inches higher. “I’ll do what you want.”


  “That’s real good of you.” Her sarcasm drips like the sweat down my back.


  Suddenly the pressure of the window draws back, and I take a deep breath, afraid at any moment residual pain will cause something to pop, like my spleen, and it’ll be all over. I fall back in the car and stay on my side, praying the pain in my back subsides quickly. “God damn it!” I shout, pissed, more than anything else. My spine is sore and no matter how I move, it hurts. At least lying down I can’t see the dead woman. That makes me feel somewhat like the universe isn’t totally fucking me.


  Maybe someone did this as a practical joke. The woman’s really alive but made up to look that way. Right, and for a practical joke I’d love to smell like death, too.


  My friend, Dallas Richards, once said that in the face of the incredible or unbelievable, it’s easier to go by the theory that such things can’t be, than to accept the evidence and facts that are in front of you. He’s right.


  I don’t have any more escape plans. The door’s locked and the windows are set to kill. The stench lessened and that’s about all I’m thankful for. Whoever this woman is, she has my attention. All I can do is stay calm and enjoy the ride and the music. Mitch Ryder sings about the Devil in a blue dress and I think, no, today, she’s in a green summer dress.


  After ten minutes or so, the pain in my back’s subsided, though it still hurts. I sit up and look out at the passing scenery, as the taxi speeds along Route 3, heading away from New York, and jumps on Route 17 North. The stench is all but gone, and since I agreed to behave, Ex-Judith hasn’t tried killing me.


  I’ve attempted conversation, but she’s silent and I get this sinking sensation because I know where we’re headed.


  We take the Route 4 fly-over too fast, heading west in the direction of Fair Lawn, the town where I grew up and fell in love with Katarina Petrovska. I wonder how she’s doing: did she ever kick the drugs, or did they kick her to death?


  Katarina was part of the old band, TwistaLime, a bunch of addicts. Drugs, sex, porn, alcohol. You name it, we could addict ourselves to it. Yet, even wasted we were a good band, playing gigs at local bars, dreaming of bigger things. It wasn’t until friends started dying that the whole thing fell apart. What a damned shame.


  Ex-Judith speeds onto the Broadway exit off Route 4, then slows and stops at the red light by McDonald’s. Flies race into the cab, swarming around her, but she doesn’t wave them away. When they land on her face, she lets them crawl. She suddenly catches one and slowly pushes her fingers into her mouth, chewing on the fat fly.


  I shudder and turn away, about to retch again.


  She accelerates and takes the turn I hoped she wouldn’t take, the one that leads to Kat’s house. Maybe this is just a short cut to somewhere else. But the dead woman stops the cab exactly there, behind a teal Corolla.


  “We’re here. Get out.” She slides the shifter into Park and stares at the house. She suddenly spasms, choking on something—her tongue? The fly? Her body flails around, arms swinging like a marionette’s, jerked back and forth, up and down. “She’s not here. Shit. Shit. Shit.” When the spasms finally subsided, she turned to me. “Get out of the car, go in that house, and stay there. I have to go find the bitch.”


  I grab the handle and the door miraculously opens. Wonderful. Of all places for the damned thing to finally work. I throw myself out and slam the door.


  “I have to find her!” Her head jerks toward the open passenger window and her dead eyes narrow and her gaze is pure hatred. “I will bring her. Don’t even think of leaving. I have pets that will hunt you down.” She makes a gesture in the air with her index and middle fingers together.


  The car accelerates away with “Crawling” by Linkin Park blaring over the tinny cab speakers.


  2.


  I stare after the taxi as it screeches onto Southern Drive and speeds out of sight. “Just a joke. That’s all it was. Someone’s twisted idea of a prank.”


  Staring at the front door, memories come like the first winds of a hurricane: the stormy nights when Kat’s fire consumed me and the dream-like weekends of drugs, sex, and band practice. Trash had his porn magazines and news of the latest X-rated movie stars and his plans to meet and sleep with them. Nettles was nowhere near as pathetic: he stuck with hard liquor, usually whiskey or bourbon, sometimes just vodka. Veronica, the British cutie who let razorblades dance on her arms, always had slash marks on her wrists and the haunted look of quiet desperation in her eyes. Those were the good old days of Hell. I blink and they’re gone.


  “Rich? Rich Summers? Is that you?” Dave Dawson, the neighborhood militant, stands where the three-foot tall bushes end at the sidewalk. He’s wearing a “Get ’er Done” hat with camouflage shorts and a faded “Kill ’em all! Let God sort them out!” T-shirt that’s too small for his beer gut. “How’s it goin’?” His face is set in that Don’t fuck with me sort of way he always had.


  “It’s Rick and I’m fine.” I despised him when I was wasted, and I don’t like him now. Back in the Days of Haze (Kerri’s phrase for the years I spent wasted with Kat) Dawson and his son, Dave Jr., watched us like we were criminals. Dave Jr. used to stand in the yard and stare at Kat and Veronica, making rude noises until his father called him in.


  We never saw Dawson’s wife, Elaine, outside. We knew she was there because we occasionally saw her staring at us through the windows of their house, but she never came out. Then one day an ambulance came and took her away and that was the end of Elaine Dawson.


  Memories run through my mind like mini-movies of someone else’s past.


  Dave Dawson grins at me like the wolf that finally got the sheep. What if he has Kat in his basement and Dave Jr.’s doing whatever he wants to her?


  Stop. Dawson and his family might be crackers, but that was going a little too far. But I still glance over at his basement window.


  “What happened to ya?” he asks. His features used to be sharper, but he’s in his fifties now, and age and beer have rounded his face out a lot. His eyes are still dark and even from this distance, I feel like his gaze bores through my eyes to root around in my brain.


  “I moved to the city.”


  “Got away from that weird chick and her family, huh?” He hasn’t changed a bit.


  “Yup.”


  “Don’t think nobody’s home.” He shakes his head. “No. Well, since you left, the father split and then the mother flipped out. The girl had her mother institutionalized or something. She’s been livin’ pretty much alone in the house, except when her sister comes by.” He nods, agreeing with his own words. “She left in a hurry a couple of hours ago. Went off somewhere with her drug-addict sister.” His face freezes in thought and then he shrugs and says, “The family’s fucked up. People comin’ and goin’ at all hours of the night. Fightin’ and screamin’ and that girl sleepin’ with whoever the breeze blows in. It just ain’t right.”


  “No, I suppose it’s not.” No matter what Kat’s been doing, Dawson has no right talking about her that way. I open my mouth to express what I think of him.


  “Katarina’s a beautiful girl.” Dave Jr., now in his late teens, steps up next to his father. He must’ve been watching and listening since I got out of the cab. He looks like a thinner, younger version of his father, and hardly good looking by any stretch of the imagination. “Woman is hot.”


  Dave Sr. pats his son’s shoulder as if giving fatherly approval. Then he looks at me. “Y’all be careful, there’s strange goings on with that family.”


  “Thanks.” I offered my best fake smile.


  The two of them stand there as I turn to the house and walk to the porch.


  The Petrovska house is a modified Cape that hunkers one house from the corner of two quiet side streets a couple of blocks off Broadway. The house reeks of memories and I wish to God I wasn’t here. The two-car garage, set back on the right side of the house, was where TwistaLime played during endless summer parties and where, in the winter, we practiced until our fingers grew too numb to feel our instruments.


  Katarina’s black Mitsubishi Eclipse sits in the driveway. The license plate reads, Kat’s Car, and it, complete with the tags, was a birthday gift from her father. It has a few scratches and dents since I saw it last; Kat was never the best driver.


  The lawn is smaller than I remember, but drugs’ll do that to you. Three-foot tall bushes still line either side of the property, though they look worn out and tired.


  What am I doing here?


  Ex-Judith thought it was important to drive me back to this nightmare. I should just call for a taxi ride back to New York, instead of getting involved in this nonsense again. But a part of me wants to see Kat one more time, to know she’s doing well. Then I’ll go home.


  I walk up the stairs to the porch. The door stands open and I glance back at the Corolla. I don’t remember any of our friends driving one, but that was years ago. I doubt it’s Kat’s sister’s car. Nikki was too much of a bitch to settle for something so average. A Spyder or GT3000 perhaps, but nothing as droll as a Corolla.


  I reach for the handle of the screen door when a woman appears. Her angry energy slams into me. “Can I help you?” She’s beautiful with a dark copper mane and the face of a goddess. Her white T-shirt, tucked into snug jeans, is cut deep and a long chain—with a unicorn pendant—hangs into her cleavage. It’s hard not to stare. She’s got that “I’m beautiful” attitude about her; it’s written on her face. “Hey! Stop staring.”


  “Where is she?” I open the door, but she doesn’t move. I walk in anyway, nearly knocking her over.


  “Hey! You can’t just walk in here! Who are you?” She takes a step back, though not too far. “You’re … Oh my God.” She scrutinizes me.


  “Where is she?” I try moving past her, but she blocks my way.


  “You’re Rick Summers, aren’t you?” Her jaw hangs open and her eyes are too wide.


  “Yes, I am, as a matter of fact and—”


  She slaps me as hard as she can. I see it in her eyes the second before her hand connects.


  “Ow.” She shakes her hand. “That hurt.”


  “No fucking kidding.” I touch the spot that stings and radiates heat. “What the hell did you do that for?”


  “You broke her heart, you bastard.”


  “And who are you again?” My cheek hurts, but at least the initial shock’s faded.


  “I’m a … a friend.”


  “A friend, huh? And that makes it all right for you to hit people?”


  She snorts. “You deserve it after what you did to her.”


  “Oh, don’t make Kat out to be the innocent princess here. We were all pretty stupid back then.”


  “Sure, but she didn’t walk out on you, did she? She didn’t up and disappear without a word, did she?”


  She has me there. “All right. Whatever. Where is she?”


  “Why should I tell you where she is? What are you even doing here?”


  “A dead woman dropped me off. Seems she’s looking for Kat as well.”


  “What?” The woman backs up and gives a quick glance to the portable phone. “What do you want? Why are you here?”


  “I just told you. A—”


  “A dead woman dropped you off. I heard you. Do you listen to the shit you’re making up?”


  I frown, trying to seem tough and angry, but all I pull off is angry. “Where’s Kat? Just tell me where she is, because she just put me through hell, and I want to know why.”


  “I’m not telling you anything.” She grabs the portable phone. “She told me all about you and how you treated her. You have ten seconds to tell me why you’re here or I’m calling 9-1-1. Your choice. And I want the truth, not some bullshit about a dead woman.”


  She has to be difficult. I’m in no mood for this. “Put the damned phone down and just tell me where Katarina is. That’s all you have to do, and I’ll be out of here.”


  She looks me over and shakes her head. “I don’t think so.” She holds up the phone and presses one button with her thumb. “I asked you nicely and now we’ll do it the hard—”


  I grab the phone and press the hang-up button. “Stop being a pain in the ass and tell me where Katarina is.”


  “Screw you.” She tries grabbing the phone from me. “I don’t know who you think you are, but—”


  I keep the phone out of her reach. “I told you the truth. I was paying my respects to my mother and sister and when I got back in the cab to go home, this woman, who looked real dead, drove me here. She wouldn’t tell me why or what the point was. I figure Kat put this woman up to this and I want to know why.”


  The woman stares at me, her mouth wide open, but no words come out.


  “Close your mouth before you start attracting flies.”


  “You’re crazy.” She shakes her head. “You’ve got some reason for coming here, and now that you find Kat’s not here, you’re making up some bullshit to sound like it’s all some mistake. But you know what, Rick? Kat’s not here and I’m not telling you where she is. You don’t deserve to see her again.” She grabs the phone and walks away.


  “Who the hell are you?” I follow her into the kitchen, and memories come back in flashes of alcohol, drugs, sex on the floor, vomit, blackouts, and …


  “Why should I tell you?” she asks. “You’re a real prick, hollering at me like that.” She stops in the kitchen and turns to face me.


  I nearly collide with her but stop short.


  “If you don’t leave right now, I’m calling the police.”


  “On what charges?”


  “You don’t live here, do you?”


  She shook her head. “No, but I have a key. Did I invite you in?”


  “You’re going to say I forced my way in and attacked you?”


  “There’s a stranger in the house harassing me.”


  “Just tell me where Kat is, and I’ll leave! What the hell’s wrong with you?”


  “What’s wrong with me? My … Katarina’s disappeared. Someone’s stalking her. Whoever it is could have her right now and she could be …” She shakes her head. “No, she’s still alive. I know she is.” She looks suspiciously at me. “No one knows who it is and … No. I’m not telling you anything until you tell me what you’re doing here.”


  “I told you already, but you don’t want to believe me. Fine. I don’t believe the whole thing myself, but, against my will, here I am.” I fight the urge to care about Kat. I don’t want anything to do with her. But five years ago, I loved her, and a part of me still does. “What’s this about a stalker?”


  “I don’t trust you.” She presses that damned button again. “Get out of here.”


  “What are you doing?” I step back from the table, hoping she’ll take this as a sign that I’m not here to harm her.


  “Calling the police. I’m not taking any chances. If you’re not the stalker, you can tell the police and then you have nothing to worry about. If you are the stalker, then—”


  “I don’t know anything about a stalker.”


  “Hello?” the phone says in a female voice.


  I say, “If Kat’s being stalked by someone, I want to know. Someone’s stalked her before and hurt her bad.”


  “Hello?” the phone says again. “Anyone there?”


  “How do I know that you’re not that someone?” the woman in front of me asks. “Maybe you want her back, maybe you want to hurt her for what you think she did to you.”


  “I have no reason to hurt Kat. I’ve been living in New York the last five years and I don’t get out here except once a year to visit my mother and sister.”


  The woman holding the phone clicks the line off. “Okay. Fine. I still don’t believe you, but—”


  “Sure, now that you left the line open long enough for the police to trace the call, I’m sure you’re fine.” I take a cigarette from my shirt pocket, light it, and head to the door. “You don’t want to tell me where Kat is, that’s fine. She’s being stalked again, I want to help, but you seem to be on some crusade and I’m not waiting until the police get here. They’ll never believe how I got here, and I have better things to do than hang around with you and the police.” I throw the screen door open and step outside into the ridiculously hot day. “See ya.” Pissed that I let this woman get to me, I take out my cell phone, intent on calling a cab to take me home. It will be more expensive than I’d planned, but at least I’ll be away from here.


  I can probably catch a bus that goes to New York, so I start walking toward Broadway. As I walk, I tell that part of me that still loves Kat, too bad, I hope she’s alive, but I won’t be a sucker again. The chaos still looms like a mad beast around this house and this family, and I’ve grown up and out of any desire to be a part of it. The hell with everybody, I’m out of here. I look around the old neighborhood, wondering if anyone else still lives here. Of course they do. People are like weeds. Once they were in, it was hard to get them out.


  “Wait!”


  I glance back at the woman in the doorway. She waves the phone. “Let’s talk. I’m sorry.”


  I almost tell her too damned bad, too damned late, but I don’t. I keep my silence and wait to hear her truce.


  “I called them off.” She looks over at Dawson’s house, and then waves me back, holding the screen door open. “Let’s try this again.”


  I toss the half-smoked cigarette into the street and blow out a stream of smoke. Well, Rick, here goes nothing. I step inside and walk past her as the screen door closes with a hiss and a bang.


  “I called off the police.” She closes the front door. “You reek of smoke.”


  I shrug. “One of the hazards of smoking.”


  “It’s disgusting.” She stalks back into the kitchen. “My name is Meggan and I’m a … friend of Kat’s.”


  I open the refrigerator in search of something to drink. “A … friend, huh?”


  “Yeah, a friend. She’s still got a few, you know. Just because you split doesn’t mean all her friends did.”


  I pull out a bottle of hard apple cider and grab an opener from the closest drawer. Nothing’s changed here.


  “Do you mind? It’s not like you live here.”


  I take a long drink and it feels good going down. “You gonna call the cops on me again?”


  “No.”


  “Kat’s still got friends, huh? Anybody from the band?”


  “No. She doesn’t see them anymore. She’s got other friends. Ones that care about her and don’t run out when things get tough.”


  “Well, Meg, the band was most of her friends. A couple of the others died of drug overdoses. In case she forgot to tell you, that’s why I split. Kat thought she was invincible, untouchable, and immortal. She could do drugs and get as fucked up as she wanted, and in the morning everything would be fine.” I take another drink. “But Meg, I saw Margo when she thought she could fly, and I saw Mitch when he thought he could outrun a train and I swore to myself I’d clean my shit up before I tried dancing with trains or flying without wings.”


  “How noble of you. Good for you. Now you’re perfect, huh? Clean off the drugs and life is just excellent for you, right?” Her glare is venomous.


  There’s something Meg’s not telling me, so I decide to step out on a limb. “You’ve got to be sleeping with Kat. You’re way too damned self-righteous and pissed off to just be Kat’s friend.”


  Her jaw clenches and she tries killing me with her icy stare. No, this is beyond icy, this is downright freezing. “Don’t you dare presume what my relationship is with Katarina. And stop calling me Meg. My name’s Meggan.”


  “Sure, Meggan. Whatever you say.” I take another drink and toss the cap in the garbage can. This one will be done soon enough. Luckily, I had noticed a few more in the fridge. If this conversation keeps up like this, I’ll need them. I had sworn off drugs, but if the day keeps going like this, I may have to take up drinking. “I know Kat’s bi. Don’t pretend to be so self-righteous.”


  “Don’t patronize me.” Her voice has that frosty quality that’s real freaking endearing. “I don’t need your shit.”


  “And I don’t need yours, either. I’ve had a bitch of a day and your scintillating personality is just piling more shit on.” I’m about to say something brilliant, when a moaning breeze rises throughout the house as if the place is in pain.


  “What is that?” Meggan covers her ears.


  “I have no—”


  Just as abruptly, the sound stops.


  “Okay. That was weird.” She drops her hands from her ears.


  “Sounded like the house groaned.”


  Something rattles over our heads like metal nails spilling across a wood floor.


  “What was that?” I look up at the ceiling. “Someone up there?”


  “No.”


  “You sure Kat’s not here?” I glance at Meggan.


  She nods. “I’ve checked the entire house. She’s not here.”


  The nails roll across the floor, moving over our heads toward the back of the house.


  “That sounds more like some kind of animal,” Meggan says.


  “A raccoon? Kat keeping strange pets?”


  Meggan frowns and gives me a Don’t be ridiculous look. “We should get out of here.”


  We should. It’s what sane people would do. Except I’ve never claimed to be sane and I wonder if Kat has been hiding and kicked something over that spilled across the floor. Right. And the moaning was … what?


  “Why don’t we check?” I walk through the house, listening for more movement, but it’s quiet. At the stairs I pause, waiting for the nails to roll again. Silence. Halfway up, I stop again. Was I ready to deal with some kind of wild animal?


  “What’s wrong?” Meggan whispers behind me.


  “Nothing.” I look up the stairs to the second-floor landing. I try to stay calm, but I still feel my chest tighten with each breath. Why am I even doing this?


  Somewhere above us, a wall or ceiling gives way and something heavy thumps to the floor and then chitters madly, more like a drill on the fritz than anything alive.


  “Rick?” Meggan asks in a quick, hushed voice. “We should really go. Now.”


  The hairs on the back of my neck rise like a sixth sense. I grab the banister for strength and head up to the second floor.


  Every bedroom door is closed and there isn’t a sound coming from behind any of them. Meggan comes and stands beside me. “What do we do now?”


  “Throw all the doors open and let the sun shine in.” But I don’t move. My subconscious seems to know better and shouts at me to flee this place instead getting to the bottom of the mystery.


  “Well?” Meggan asks.


  “I’m waiting for any more noise so I know which door to go to.”


  “I thought you were just gonna open them all?”


  “Spontaneous poor judgment. Happens to me all the time.”


  “Are we just going to stand here and wait?”


  “You can open every door if you’d like, but—”


  “Kat said you were many things, but not a wuss.”


  “Hey, look, I’m usually gung-ho to kick ass, but this is not the usual. Something is definitely wrong here.”


  “Maybe it has to do with the way you left Kat.”


  “Knock it off.”


  A door closes downstairs.


  “Kat must be home,” Meggan says.


  I expect Meggan to head downstairs, but she doesn’t move.


  “So?” I ask. “Why don’t you go see her?”


  “I …”


  “Yeah, right. Me, too. Do you hear that?”


  “Hear what?”


  “Sounds like someone’s dragging a heavy bag or something downstairs.” The sensation of wrongness grows stronger, as if something invisible approaches us. If there was a cat here, it’d probably be hissing right about now. I wipe my palms on my shorts and take a deep breath to calm down. No use. A sense of dread permeates everything and keeps my heart racing.


  Nails roll above us. They scrabble toward the back of the house.


  “What is it?” Meggan steps away from me, staring up at the ceiling.


  The house remains silent as if it’s holding its breath. Then, one by one, metal drops rain down above us, moving from the back of the house, over our heads. Plaster explodes in Kat’s bedroom. We hesitate and then I hurry to the bedroom door. Meggan shoves passed me and pushes the it open.


  A blur of motion scuttles up the wall and disappears into a ragged hole in the ceiling. I move to the far corner of the bedroom and stare up into darkness. The nails race across the ceiling headed for the back of the house. I cautiously move under the hole, hoping that the thing doesn’t come back. Ragged pieces of plasterboard hang down from the hole. White powder and chunks of ceiling cover the floor.


  “What the hell was that?” Meggan screams as she hugs herself and stares at the ragged hole in the ceiling. “What in the name of God was that?”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know.” A sheet of paper lies folded on Kat’s bed and I pick it up it.


  “What are you doing?” Meggan stalks across the room and tries to grab it from me. “Give me that!”


  “Did you leave it?”


  “No, but—”


  “Then you have nothing to worry about.” I unfold the white paper and read the ornate script.


  Dear Katarina,


  You are very beautiful, unlike any woman I’ve ever known. Even after all these centuries have passed, and I have seen so many beautiful women from faraway places and exotic lands, you are by far the most precious to me. Each night that we’ve shared is magical and full of wonder and excitement. You move me as no other woman has in all the years I’ve lived.


  Time, as you know, my Katarina, means very little to one who is neither dead, nor alive. The feel of your skin under my hand brings me such peace, that this un-life I live is spared the loneliness and emptiness I knew before I met you. Being inside you, feeling you around me, is worth the empty centuries I’ve lived.


  But tonight, my precious, will be unlike anything you have known, for tonight I come to your dreams with companions, gentle loving spirits who wish to share in your beauty and the bounty that is your unbridled passion.’


  I laugh. Who is this idiot? Sounds like he’s read one too many Harlequin romances.


  “What is it?” Meggan tries to see over my shoulder, but I need to finish this uninterrupted. Besides, Meggan’s gonna go ballistic when she reads this.


  “Wait, I’m almost done.” I read on.


  ‘We will bring you to such heights of ecstasy that no mortal being will ever be able to satisfy you again. But fear not, my Katarina, for we shall come as often as you wish us to and you will never be alone, and you will never need another lover.


  I know how eager you are to satisfy me and how you anticipate my arrival. But after tonight, you will spend the days aching for our return and I can only offer this consolation to you: Each night we will come to you and fulfill all your wildest dreams and desires.


  All my love, passion, and desire is for you,


  Eduardo


  Meggan yanks the paper from my hands. I should leave before she reads the entire letter, but if that thing comes back, I don’t want Meggan—pain in the ass that she is—alone in here.


  “What the fuck?” she says.


  “We’ve got to go.” I take her arm and try pulling her from the room. “Take it with you.”


  She pulls away from me, walks toward the hallway, reading the letter. Forget about the blur that shot into the ceiling, this is gonna freak her out worse. Her breath shortens as her eyes scan the page. Her brow furrows. Her mouth opens. There’s something fascinating about watching her: Study of a woman on the edge and going over. She reaches the last line, closes her eyes and calms her breathing.


  “I don’t understand what this is,” she says quietly. “Who left this? Why would someone leave this?” Her voice fills with anger. “Who the hell is Eduardo? Who’s he planning to bring with him?” She rips the page to shreds. “He’s coming tonight with his buddies? Fine. I’ll be here and when he gets here, I’m gonna kick his damned ass!” Storming out of the room, Meggan heads to the stairs.


  The thing scuttles above the ceiling like it’s following Meggan. I toss one last look at the hole and leave the room, closing the door on the way out.


  Meggan’s already halfway down the stairs when I remember someone, or something came in and slammed the door. It could still be in the house. “Meggan! Wait!” But she’s not listening.


  In the kitchen, she’s rummaging through drawers until she hefts one of the biggest butcher knives I’ve ever seen. She looks at me with steely resolve. “Someone’s fucking with Kat. Eduardo wants to drop by and screw around? He wants to be a ghost? I’ll help him with that!”


  How do I argue this point? If I’d ever found out someone was pulling this kind of crap when Kat and I were together, I’d have reacted pretty much the same.


  “Kat told me she was having these dreams where a ghost came to her at night and told her some crap about being trapped in this world because he vowed to never leave his love. She started taking sleeping pills so she wouldn’t remember them, but she said they got more vivid, more real.”


  “A little too real.”


  “It’s bullshit. He’s raping her whenever he feels like it.” She wields the knife, checking the balance. Her eyes are captivated by the light reflecting off the blade. I’ve seen the look before in movies when the barbarian finds the perfect sword to skewer his archrival.


  “I’ll stay with you.”


  She looks up at me in surprise. “I thought you wanted to go home?”


  “This changes things. Besides, there’s some weird shi—”


  Something crashes in the basement. Meggan jumps, almost dropping the knife. “I wonder if Eduardo is already here.” She gazes at me. “Let’s go check the basement.”


  She follows me to the closed basement door, and I wonder why the woman with the mini-sword isn’t in front. Slamming doors, moving shadows, groans: sounds like this house has gotten haunted since last I was here. I always thought if a house was haunted it was always haunted. Dallas and I talk about this sort of shit all the time. He once told me violent, emotional events could actually start a haunting. So, what’s happened here in the five years I was away?


  He used to be a paranormal investigator when he lived out in Kansas. Since he’s moved to the City, he doesn’t hide his fascination with the supernatural, metaphysical, and all things strange. Because of this, most people avoid him. But we’re like brothers and I enjoy our conversations. He should be here experiencing this madness.


  I open the basement door without thinking. Even though we’ve talked about ghosts and their kin and how most just make a lot of noise, I don’t want to give myself a chance to remember Poltergeist or Amityville Horror. No thanks. I’m sure it’s just some kind of raccoon or squirrel or—


  The living, evil, brain-sucking, flesh-munching, rip your spleen out zombies from Hell


  —some other rodent that knocked something over.


  The smell that drifts up from the basement is more than mold or mildew. It reminds me of the smell the instant after I’ve lit matches, but a lot stronger. Even at the top of the stairs it’s nearly overpowering. But a basement in suburban New Jersey shouldn’t smell like that. The stink freezes me to the spot and my throat is suddenly dry.


  “What’s that stench?” Meggan asks, close behind me. “Oh, God, it reeks.”


  Her voice grounds me and I flip the basement light switch on, expecting to see some vagrant run away from the light. No such thing. As a matter of fact, nothing happens but a new smell wafts up from the darkness.


  “It’s piss.” I hesitate as a quick, heavy chill shudders through me.


  “Someone peed in the basement? Why?”


  I stop on the first step and look back at Meggan. “How am I supposed to know?” It must be an animal. This neighborhood is too nice for people to break in and urinate in their neighbor’s basement.


  “It was rhetorical. I didn’t expect an answer.”


  I head downstairs breathing through my mouth, taking the steps slowly so nothing jumps out at me. Why the hell am I doing this when I should be fleeing this place and heading home? Oh, yeah. Katarina Petrovska. I’ve done crazier shit for that woman.


  Half way down the stairs I stop. My imagination kicks in and I picture some undead thing waiting in the dark, its body reeking of decay, its breath hot and nauseating. When I get close enough, all I’ll see are red eyes and white fangs the moment before it tears me to pieces. I just hope I’m dead before it starts eating my liver. It would really suck to be alive for that.


  “Why’d you stop?” Meggan asks.


  “Nothing.” I take another step and a new stench hits me like a wall of fog. This is thicker than the urine and much more overpowering.


  “Oh, gross, it smells like rotten vegetables,” Meggan says.


  The air grows warm and moist and the stench fills my mouth. It has a taste of wet, dark earth and I spit, afraid worms will abruptly grow on my tongue.


  “I can’t do this,” Meggan says. “I’m choking. I can’t breathe.”


  “Give me your knife.” I hold my hand out.
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