
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


[image: tmp_52569ebebab680a0806d08c19bf67a25_CSpdkX_html_4aa57480.jpg]


Hearing Things

Something in the Dark Series
Book 2

By

Nancy Young

 


This is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as
real. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations,
or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Although the Internet passages found in
this novel are original fiction, countless sites devoted to ghosts,
hauntings, Philadelphia history, and the supernatural are just a
mouse click away.

 


[image: tmp_52569ebebab680a0806d08c19bf67a25_CSpdkX_html_m1ce44f9f.jpg]

World Castle Publishing,
LLC

Pensacola, Florida

Copyright © Nancy Young 2015

Smashwords Edition

Print ISBN: 9781629893402

eBook ISBN: 9781629893419

First Edition World Castle Publishing,
LLC, October 12, 2015

http://www.worldcastlepublishing.com

Smashwords Licensing
Notes

All rights reserved. No part of this
book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied
in articles and reviews.

Editor: Maxine Bringenberg


 


Acknowledgments

 


The author is grateful for the support
and guidance provided by writers’ group friends who had the
patience and fortitude to see this sequel through.

Special thanks to Sgt. Michael Baker
of the N. C. Department of Public Safety, State Highway Patrol
Public Information Office, who patiently and thoroughly explained
who handles investigations, and to Lt. Mike Woodcock, who, through
Angela Knight’s wonderful online workshop, advised on
procedures.


 


Dedication

 


To Dan, who
listens


Chapter One: Mary
Catherine

 


There was the sign:
Welcome Center Ahead.
Thank God. A mile later: Welcome Center
Closed. Apparently, North Carolina wasn’t
slaughtering any fatted calves. It didn’t even offer up any
road-killed raccoons on this isolated stretch of highway. But I’d
crossed the rumble strip onto the shoulder a mile back, and I had
to keep blinking so I wouldn’t see double road signs. Otherwise,
I’d never have considered stopping, a single mom with a skinny
teen, traveling alone, with night coming on.

But I needed a rest stop—well, a rest
stop with a ladies’ room and a cup of hot tea and a backrub—and I
had to exit from that line of thinking or I’d turn around and head
back to Philadelphia.

Tony was so good at
backrubs.

Though I-95 had been like a NASCAR
speedway through most of Virginia, once we’d crossed over the
border, traffic had eased up. The last few miles, I’d seen only a
lumbering tractor trailer and an ancient Buick coasting ten miles
below the speed limit. Across the median, a few straggling kudzu
vines still latched tenaciously to the stark loblolly pines. I
tried not to see their desperate clinging as a metaphor.

If I could just pull off and stretch,
clean my glasses, maybe dig around in the back of the car for a
snack and a soda, I’d be able to wake myself up and still make
Raleigh within a couple of hours.

Ordinarily, I’d crank open the windows
or sing along with the radio or talk to keep from dozing off. But
the outside temperature still hovered in the thirties, and D.J. had
effectively cut off all communication by jacking his seat back and
plugging in his earphones. I suspected the earbuds served to filter
out unwanted signals. Especially those from his mother.

I jostled his arm. “Whatcha listening
to?” I had to tweak him twice before he answered.

“Mu-sic.” He enunciated
each syllable like he was doling out the last two Pringles in the
can.

Seven ways to slap him
down came to mind, but the good mom in me held back. Instead, I
kept my voice firm. “We need to stop.” Damn it, I
needed a break. It had
been a rough year. Divorcing D.J.’s father, helping Mrs. Parrish
compose her blue-blooded family history, keeping vigil during her
illness, the whole Grey Crag séance debacle—too much drama. I sure
didn’t need to go looking for more. And yet here I was, heading
back to the life I’d left.

Orange traffic cones blocked the exit
ramp, but the shoulder offered enough access for me to squeeze my
humble Honda through. Ruts in the dirt beside the pavement
testified that other cars and trucks had stopped before us. The
bumpy terrain joggled D.J. back from the world of
iTunes.

“What’re you getting off
for? We told Dad we’d be there by dinnertime.” D.J.’s Carolina-blue
eyes, so like David’s, accused me of many sins, the most serious
being, I suspected, his delayed meal. He snapped the seat to
upright and tugged his earbuds.

Don’t say it, Mary
Catherine, I told myself.
The kid’s had a rough time, and he misses his
dad. Steering around broken glass kept me
from answering until I pulled to the curb. “I just need a little
fresh air. Don’t want to fall asleep at the wheel.”

The rest stop looked as if it had been
shuttered for months, maybe for as long as a year. Last fall’s
weeds had dried into skeletal stalks that poked here and there
through cracked asphalt. Decaying fast food wrappers and dented
water bottles littered the pockmarked lawn. No landscape crew had
smoothed the furrows or filled in the patchy islands of
dirt.

The place held neither welcome nor
rest that I could see.

“Want to stretch your
legs? I’m sure the bathroom’s locked, but nobody’d see if you had
to water a bush.” I took my time unfolding myself from the driver’s
seat, wincing at the twinges and tweaks along my back.

“Think I’ll pass on that.”
D.J.’s answer bled sarcasm. “Any of those chips left?” The kid
could clean out a snack aisle in days without gaining an ounce. He
didn’t get that from me.

“You finished the can, but
there might be something left in the trunk.” I tossed him the keys
and grabbed my ratty jacket. “I’m going to walk around a
little.”

I zipped the jacket up to my neck and
pulled the hood up to shield my face from the wind. A front was
definitely blowing in. Behind me, the car door slammed. D.J.
hunched his bony shoulders beneath his sweatshirt, shoving his
hands into his armpits to keep them warm. His perverse aversion to
wearing a coat left him shivering in minutes.

“Don’t go too far.” I had
to assume he heard me. In no hurry to reunite D.J. with his father,
I followed the sidewalk past the outbuildings and empty vending
machines. I kicked a Pepsi can for a few feet, listening to the
thin clatter until it rolled into a storm drain. Stalling. I
dreaded returning to the brick colonial I’d decorated, tended, and
fled.

Beneath a grove of trees, pine needles
coated the ground and lay thick on a lone picnic table. I brushed
away a spot and perched, feet propped on the bench, wondering how
I’d ever let David talk me into ferrying D.J. back home for
Christmas. We’d had it all planned—David would drive up to take him
to Raleigh, and I’d drive down a couple of weeks later to bring him
back with me to Pennsylvania. But you know what they say about
those best-laid plans. With David, something always came before us.
And worse still, I’d been manipulated into staying the night with
the two of them, since the arrangements I’d made with my friend
Jodie had fallen through at the last minute and all the affordable
hotels nearby were booked solid for the holidays.

“Mom?” The wind carried
D.J.’s voice and flung it about so I couldn’t tell where the call
originated from. “Mom?”

“Here!” I called. “In the
picnic area.” The temperature had plummeted as the shadows
lengthened. We’d been stopped longer than I realized.

“Mom?” Was there a hint of
panic now? I hopped to the ground, the back of my neck prickling.
Something was off. I doubled my pace as I retraced my path, struck
by the isolation of the place. What had I been thinking, stopping
here as night closed in?

Silhouetted against the setting sun,
D.J. stood on the sidewalk next to the designated pet area. Here,
sparse grass dotted earth that was sunken and
discolored.

“Hey, kiddo, I’m right
here.” I knew something was very wrong when he didn’t answer, but
remained stiff as he stared at nothing, arms crossed tightly across
his chest. “What’s the matter?” My own panic grew as I hurried to
his side. I’d never seen him act like this before.

His voice cracked when he answered.
“You hear it, right?” I winced at the fierceness with which he
grabbed my arm, insisting, “You have to have heard
that.”

“D.J., look at me.” He
wouldn’t or couldn’t. When I focused on where he was staring, I saw
only rutted dirt and a few tattered wax myrtle bushes, their leaves
more grey than green.

He startled and looked to his left.
When he turned back to me, his eyes were wide, pupils dark. “Mom,
you must’ve heard that!” I shook my head slowly, hearing only
D.J.’s harsh breathing and the rustle of the pines.

“What do
you hear?” I probed as
gently as I could, groping for reason.

“The crying.” His thin face
twisted.

“D.J., there’s nobody here
but us. You’re just hearing the wind—or maybe the trucks out on the
highway.”

“No. No way. She’s crying,
crying right there in front of us, but…I can’t see her.” He paced
back and forth, agitated. “She’s so scared, Mom.” His eyes teared
up. “And she’s screaming because it hurts so much.” He halted in
front of me. “We’ve got to do something. Go for help.” But he made
no effort to move toward the car. And still I heard nothing but the
wind.

As the sun dropped past the horizon, I
finally saw the problem.

There she hid, masked by
the tangled shrubbery, perhaps no more than a toddler, her dark
hair matted and face streaked with mud, silently shaking and
begging for help. Silent to all but D.J. Invisible to all but
me. Oh God, no. My gut shrank and folded in on itself. “Sweetie, it’s too
late for her now.”

“We can’t just leave her
here. We should call the police, maybe. Get an ambulance.
Find—”

I closed my eyes and let him ramble.
I’d been down this road before, and it was a dead end. When I was
in first grade, my mother had “found” a missing boy and reported
the murder anonymously. But she hadn’t stayed anonymous for long.
We’d reigned as neighborhood oddities for years. No way was I going
to let history repeat itself here. The dead should just stay
buried. Since I had a choice this time, that’s the way it would
be.

I ventured an arm around D.J.’s rigid
back, and together we watched and listened. In the gathering night,
I sent up my own silent pleas—forgiveness for me, and for the
toddler, a prayer for the dead.

***

D.J. sprawled in the front
seat, the overhead light turning his pale skin a jaundiced yellow
and his spiky hair a tarnished bronze. Ear buds firmly back in
place, he had turned up the sound so high that he didn’t look up
when I tapped on the window by his head. Once I squeezed back into
the driver’s seat, I saw what he’d tuned to. Pink Floyd. This
mother couldn’t keep baby cozy and warm, but our ride was sure
making all his nightmares come true. Should I suggest he play “Highway to Hell” next?
I wondered, buckling up and taking the keys from
him so I could crank the engine and turn on some heat.

“So…quite a road trip,” I
shouted, unsurprised that he ignored me. Determined, I waited until
Roger Waters petered out before I reached over and unplugged the
iPhone.

“What?” The anger in that
one word packed a punch.

“Talk to me, kiddo. How
long has this been going on?” I worked hard to keep my voice
neutral.

“This what?” The degree of
scorn and denial he managed to pack into two syllables truly was
impressive. From experience, I knew to wait him out. D.J. twisted
in the bucket seat, stared out the window, flipped through screens
on his phone, adjusted the heating vent to blow away from him, and
eventually sat straight, still refusing to meet my eyes. Finally,
he gave in. “What do you want from me?”

“Let’s stick with the
truth. How long?”

“You don’t want to hear
this.”

“Probably not, but I need
to. Talk to me, D.J.” I watched as a gust of wind swept tattered
brown leaves across the concrete. Memories of my first ghost swept
in with them, memories of that long-ago bike ride and ill-fated
game of hide-and-seek in the country churchyard. I’d been about
D.J.’s age then. I’d been trying to unsee things ever
since.

“Dad’s going to be so
pissed.”

“Yeah, I know. I called
him to let him know we’d be late.”

“You can’t tell him. He’ll
think I’m a freak. Like you.”

That stung, but I’d asked for truth,
so I couldn’t complain. “He won’t think you’re a freak. He loves
you.” I looked away from the clump of myrtle bushes. “Why didn’t
you tell me?”

“I don’t know,” he
mumbled. “Talking about it would make it, like, seem more
real.”

Well, I couldn’t argue with that,
either. “Son, what we have here is a failure to
communicate.”

His laugh sounded more like a sob.
“Can we please get out of here? I just want to go home.”

Home. He still thought of it as home.
That stung too. After pulling off at the next exit, I parked
outside a Mini-Mart. Sitting inside the Honda was eerily like
sitting in a movie theater watching a show. I used to take D.J. to
Saturday matinees to watch dancing penguins and animated cars. If
only we could escape into the lobby for buttered popcorn and a
giant Coke.

The car felt warmer now. When I turned
off the engine, the quiet hurt my ears. Again I waited.

“Remember that field trip
to D.C.?” D.J. asked.

“Hard to forget. I had to
leave work and pick you up.”

“That was one of the
worst. That trip.” He sat stone-faced, voice flat. “We saw the
Lincoln Memorial. The Vietnam Memorial.” He looked over at me,
defiant. “Arlington. And the Holocaust Museum.”

“Oh, God.”

His voice hitched then, but he tamped
it down. “They had dirt from the death camps, and there was a doll,
and all these shoes…. They were so loud, Mom.” He turned back to
look out at nothing. “Screaming. Crying for their moms. Like it was
all still happening.”

The image of frantic mothers pleading
for their babies churned with the bile rising in my throat. I
choked both down. “No wonder you got sick.” If I reached out or let
my voice waver, I knew he’d shut down, so I stared into the black
sky. Two hours still till moonrise. A bad moon, I was
sure.

“I think it’s worse than
seeing. Hearing, I mean.” His tone was back to conversational as he
twisted the cord around his finger. “’Cause you can always shut
your eyes, you know? But sometimes you can’t shut your
ears.”

I felt as helpless as those other
mothers. “I’m so sorry, kiddo. I wish I could fix it for
you.”

His mouth turned up in a parody of his
smile. “Sucks to be you, too.”

Doubly so now. “So true. Except I do
get to be your mom.” I forced my own grin. “Never a dull
moment.”

He laughed then. “Hey, something good
came out of that field trip, anyway. You know the Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier?” I nodded slowly. “His name was Bill.” And with
that final revelation, he tuned me out.


Chapter Two:
Tony

 


Internet search:
Auditory haunting

The most accessible
gateway to the world of the paranormal is the sense of sound.
Whether it’s through the infamous spirit rappings of the Fox
sisters, the spectral trumpets of Johnathan Koons, or the
electronic voice phenomena touted by contemporary ghost hunters,
the Other World leaks sound waves.

As the sound system pumped a hot
version of “Baby, It’s Cold Outside” through the restaurant, Tony
mopped sweat from his neck. Even the color of the tablecloth made
him shift in his seat. He tried hard not to see the red lace table
runner that edged his mind back to a vision of Mary Catherine
Donavan Livingston. And it wasn’t just the red lace that tickled
his memory. The roses in the centerpiece reminded him of her
flannel nightgown and what lay under it—creamy skin that went along
with hair like cinnamon. The apple tart for dessert roused his
appetite for more than food.

He had it bad.

The fact that he was fantasizing about
her in the middle of the Paranormal Posse’s holiday luncheon made
it even more obvious to him that he’d never last until New Year’s
Eve, when she was due back in town.

“Right, Tony?” Across the
table, Peter Larsson, the Posse’s chief skeptic, skewered Tony with
a steely look. “Proforta, you with us on this?”

“Yeah, sure.” He had no
idea what he’d just agreed to. How many
hours would it take to drive from Philly to North Carolina?
he wondered. If I left
now? He took a sip of ice water, trying to
erase the picture of Mary Catherine in tangled sheets. Follow her?
Christ, he was thinking like a stalker.

Peter punctured the daydream. “So
you’ll handle it?”

And with that, Tony was back to
handling Mary Catherine, every soft, warm, sexy inch of her,
unzipping her dress to expose white skin and lush curves. Coated in
lace. Red lace.

“Yo, man. You all right?”
Concern and irritation tinged his partner’s question.

Not since last
weekend, Tony thought, still grappling
with the fact that since she’d left town, he wasn’t anywhere near
all right. Especially since she’d been suckered into staying with
her ex-husband, who didn’t seem to get that the marriage was over.
Tony was starting to feel unhinged, and he wasn’t the type of guy
to lose control. He’d sworn he wouldn’t ever get suckered by a
female. Not again.

“Tony? Hey, man, you in
there?” Peter leaned across the table and punched Tony’s
arm.

“Yeah, sure. Of
course.”

“So you’ll check it out
tomorrow?”

Tony wondered what he was supposed to
check out. The schedule? A new location for the Posse’s next TV
episode? “Sure. I’ll get right on it,” he answered. He looked
around the table to try to get a clue. Predictably, Ashley, their
production assistant, flirted with two of the techies on the show,
who were grateful for any crumbs of attention she scattered. But
Sylvie, the cast’s official medium, listened to every word Peter
said. Right now, she looked even more stiff and ashen than usual,
sitting alone at the end of the table.

Her voice quavered when she spoke up.
“Peter, I really want to caution you again—”

Peter’s Nordic jaw jutted. “We’ve been
over this already. The show needs a clear win. This plumbing place
is perfect—lots of rumors, squirrelly employees, desperate store
owner. And it has great blue collar appeal—a nice break from that
haunted mansion we just shot.”

So they’re talking about
the North Philly warehouse, Tony thought.
He’d hoped that site had been dropped from the list. He felt that
tingle along his spine, the one that kept him from falling down
elevator shafts in the dark.

Sylvie looked even more uncomfortable,
if possible. She pressed her comment through thinned lips. “But
Mary Catherine said the location has some issues.” Tony watched her
tap pointed green nails against the rim of her plate. He figured
that the color was her concession to the holiday spirit, since the
rest of her was draped in her signature dead black.

He took a stab at entering the
conversation.

“So you still want me to
contact O’Toole and scope out the place for the best camera
angles?” O’Toole had called in the Posse six weeks earlier to help
debunk the joint so his workers would stop their moaning about the
bad vibes out back of the showroom. Cold spots. Feeling like they
were being watched. Mary Catherine had scanned the site for spirits
and given the warehouse a green light, sort of. But her reaction to
the abandoned building next to it had forced Tony to proceed with
caution. He didn’t want another blowout like the séance that had
ended last season. The show’s premise was debunking, not ghost
hunting, after all. Or at least it had been, before Mary Catherine
had complicated everything.

Of course, their ratings at the end of
last season were even higher than the Ghost Stalker’s, and this
year’s profits would buy a lot of Christmas presents. Maybe a trip
to North Carolina. And he was back to thinking of her.

She made him forget that
he was a geek, forget that he was paunchy and lower class and
Philadelphia and not even on the same magazine stand as
GQ, while she was
the…the fucking New
Yorker. Well,
maybe not quite that, he thought,
remembering that she tended to dress more like her teenage son than
some uptown fashion plate. Undressed, though….

“And see what you can dig
up about the property. Former owners, history of the block.
Including the place next door that has Sylvie so freaked out.”
Peter’s voice had a bite to it now, Tony noted. Sylvie looked like
her lunch was about to come back up. Even airhead Ashley seemed a
little antsy about the new location.

He couldn’t blame them. None of them
wanted a repeat of the Halloween surprise they’d had at Grey Crag
with Mrs. Parrish. Tony didn’t like surprises either.

Unless they came wrapped in red
lace.


Chapter Three: Mary
Catherine

 


Welcome to Historic
Oakwood. The tasteful sign was barely
visible under the dim streetlight. Crossing Person Street into the historic district, I eased
off the gas pedal. Even without leaves weighing down the massive
trees, the air felt compressed. Maybe it was the weight of history:
the houses dated from the 1800s, and Civil War dead dotted the
neighborhood cemetery. Or maybe it was the weight of my failed
marriage and former stressed-out self that made my chest feel like
a tree limb had fallen on it. Or maybe I was just damned
tired.

By the time I parked my yellow Honda
along the granite curb on Elm Street, D.J. was stirring. The brick
house he’d grown up in had been built after the War Between the
States by a man who’d famously said he never wanted a wife, a
slave, or a dog, jumbling all three in the same category. I
should’ve known better than to move in and reproduce
there.

Not that I regretted the reproducing
part, I thought as I watched my son scramble to gather his gadgets.
Beyond him, the house looked strange—familiar, yet uninviting, its
rigid roofline exactly parallel with the street and sidewalk, the
one central gable like a cocked eyebrow wondering what I was doing
back here.

I wondered that myself.

The December wind whipped at my coat.
Despite the chilly reception I expected inside, the hall was
certainly preferable to the yard, so I forced myself to lock the
car and shuffle up the herringbone brick walk, lugging my purse and
suitcase. There was no sense in waiting for David to
help.

He stood in the doorway blocking the
weak light spilling from the wide central hall. The darkness
accentuated his spare frame and height, and he looked more like a
guard than a host as I stepped up on the porch, its ceiling painted
haint blue to ward off wasps or ghosts, whichever threat you chose.
Behind him, D.J. retreated toward the kitchen. I tried to appear
cool and confident as I faced my ex. The cool part was easy, since
I’d worked on perfecting an icy shell since his first affair. David
had pushed the door wide open to the night, so I guessed he wasn’t
too concerned about the cost of oil these days.

“You look all done in,
Mary Catherine,” he said. I obviously hadn’t pulled off the
confident bit. When I gave up the pretense and let my shoulders
slump, David puckered his patrician forehead. Feeling uncomfortably
exposed, I hung my coat up on the same hook I’d always used, then
crossed my arms over my thin cotton shirt. He bent down several
inches, almost as if he were planning to kiss my cheek, before he
picked up my suitcase. “Welcome home,” he murmured.

Whoa. That was a much balmier greeting than I expected to hear.
After all, from David’s point of view, I was the one who’d moved
his only child three states away. Internal warning signals started
beeping. Around me, the hallway looked exactly the way I’d left it:
pale plaster walls softly lit by the Victorian chandelier,
beadboard wainscoting crisply white, Oriental runner precisely
placed over heart of pine boards. And on the hall table, the framed
picture of the three of us—godlike David smiling smugly, one hand
resting on my shoulder, while D.J. and I looked up at him like
daisies turning to the sun.

I wondered what David’s girlfriend
thought when she passed it on her way up the stairs.

“Come on into the kitchen.
I’ll put the kettle on, and you can tell me all about the trip.”
David chuckled, adding, “D.J.’s probably already raiding the
refrigerator.” In the brighter light of the kitchen, David’s golden
hair looked thinner, and I could see deep creases around his mouth.
His pea green Brooks Brothers sweater hung loosely from his
shoulders. I felt a prick of something—perhaps conscience, perhaps
annoyance at still caring, given all he’d put us through. To be
honest, though, I’d had a hand in the chaos, especially over the
past few months.

D.J. was already hunched over the
scarred oak table he used to do his homework on, digging into an
overloaded bowl of Frosted Flakes. David ruffled his hair as he
crossed to fill the tea kettle and set it on the stove. He didn’t
bother asking what I preferred, just reached into the canister and
selected an herbal tea bag to drape over the edge of the oversized
mug, a present from D.J. from years ago.

I felt like I’d been caught in a time
warp. Any second, I’d take a jump to the left and then a step to
the right. Shaking my head to banish another insidious lyrics leak,
I forced myself to concentrate on the very real situation in front
of me: a possibly traumatized kid. Judging by his rate of
consumption, the incident at the rest stop hadn’t affected his
appetite any, but D.J. would probably still eat if the world were
on the brink of nuclear disaster. In fact, he’d eat more, just in
case there wasn’t a stockpile of chips and pizza
post-apocalypse.

“How you doing, kiddo?” I
asked, accepting the steaming mug from David.

D.J’s muffled reply was hard to
decipher. Since he hated to be fussed over, I stopped myself from
rubbing his shoulder and wandered over to the counter to gaze out
the blank window at the black December night. A hollow-eyed woman
with stringy hair and nerdy glasses stared back at me. We both
lifted our mugs.

Even David picked up on my uneasy
mood. He stood behind me, careful not to crowd me. There was no
sense in putting it off. I might as well get on with it. “D.J., why
don’t you head up to bed now?”

D.J. scowled up at me. “You’re going
to tell him, aren’t you?”

I sipped the hot tea before answering.
“He’s your dad. He needs to know about this.”

Amused, David raised his eyebrows.
“What did he do now?”

D.J.’s face tightened like it had
shrunk on his skull. “What do you care?” he said, shoving back from
the table. The picture on the hallway table rattled when he stomped
by.

“Ah, the joy of youth,”
David said.

The kitchen felt too warm now. “We
have to talk.”

“Sure,” he said too
casually. “Living room?”

Out of habit, I settled into the
overstuffed chintz sofa in front of the window, setting my mug down
on the coffee table I’d rescued from a garage sale and refinished
when D.J. was in kindergarten. I didn’t bother looking for a
coaster. David strolled through the archway to the dining room and
poured two fingers of Glenlivet into a tumbler. Scotch, his
favorite…one of the few things he and my mother had in common,
other than me. I had the feeling this wasn’t his first drink of the
night.

“So how was the trip?”
David asked, settling next to me in his accustomed spot near the
fireplace. “Took you longer than I expected. I was just beginning
to worry when you called.” He started to put an arm around the back
of the sofa and stopped awkwardly halfway before withdrawing it and
leaning back into the cushions, resting his loafers on the table in
front of him.

“Hectic through Virginia
till we made it past the D.C. traffic. But that’s not why we were
so late. We stopped just inside the Carolina border. That’s where
the fun began.” I leaned over to sip the tea, hiding a
shudder.

“Fun?”

I sat up straight and looked him in
the eyes, startlingly blue. I’d always thought D.J. had inherited
the best from his father and little from me—not my pasty skin or
drab grey eyes or unfortunate hair. But I’d been wrong today. I
kept my voice low so it wouldn’t carry. “Remember when your uncle
died, and the bank froze his assets, and your aunt was beside
herself about the bills?” We’d been married only a few months at
that point, still getting to know each other.

This was not David’s favorite topic.
We’d spoken of it and similar episodes two or three times over the
years, always cryptically. He took a sip of scotch before replying.
“Yeah, that’s a hard thing to forget, M.C. Much as I wish I could.”
He started to set down his drink, then thought better of
it.

“So you remember the
chifforobe in Aunt Polly’s spare bedroom? And the roll of twenties
we found there?”

David squirmed and took another sip.
“Oh, yeah.”

“And you remember how we
knew where to look?”

He nodded once, his eyes on his drink.
“Aunt Polly was always grateful, you know.”

I smiled. “So was Crawford. He really
cared about her. He said at his viewing that he put the money aside
just in case.”

David shifted abruptly. “Why are you
bringing this up now? You want me to stash some cash in the old
cedar chest or something?” I could tell he was edging close to his
limit.

“I’m getting to it.”
Placate first, I told myself. “It’s obvious that D.J. is a little
clone of you, David. Same hair, same build, same features. But it
turns out he inherited a little something from me too.”

“Your inability to get to
the point?” I could see him bracing himself for what he saw
coming.

“Well, that…and a
certain…sensitivity.”

“Oh, shit.” He gulped the
rest of the scotch and smacked the glass down on the
table.

“He heard something at
that rest stop. A little girl crying.” I paused. “A dead little
girl.”

“Fuck.” David stood up and
started circling the room. At the archway, he turned. “Wait. How do
you know it was a ghost? He just heard something, right?” He
latched on to his theory like it was the last lifeboat on the
Titanic. “It was probably just a cat or something in the woods.
Damn it, you’re always jumping to the worst possible conclusions.”
His voice climbed louder and higher with every word.

My first impulse was to
tell him where he could stick his cat theory and any yowling cats
he happened across at abandoned rest stops. Keep to the issue, I reminded
myself, echoing the second of our confederacy of marriage
counselors. “Not this time,” I said evenly. “I know it was a little
girl because I saw her.” And my voice finally broke as I recalled the tiny,
battered body, the dark bruises, the thin arms reaching out for
help. “God, David, it was horrible. The poor baby.” Even with my
face buried in my hands, I couldn’t block the sight.

David never could handle female
emotion. Shouting, yes, but teary stuff? Not his strong point. His
anger deflated when he was faced with a series of sniffs and
snuffles. Muttering obscenities, he sank down on the sofa and
awkwardly patted my back. I listened to the gentle tone instead of
the words and let myself lean into that familiar chest for just a
moment.

But the moment turned into minutes. He
was so close and the sweater so soft that it was a relief to hide
myself in him, blocking out the pain of the divorce along with the
traumas of the day. Even his occasional expletive seemed comforting
in its familiarity. I smiled into his shoulder, recognizing the
aftershave he got every Father’s Day. Gradually, my knotted muscles
relaxed under the steady pressure of his arms, and I let myself
drift, not thinking, until, imperceptibly, a new kind of tension
built. I glanced at his lap, not surprised to see he felt it
too.

“Better now?” he murmured,
his face inches from mine, his mouth hovering in easy kissing
distance. It wouldn’t take much to bridge the gap; he might even
meet me halfway. The spark was still there, and all I had to do was
breathe on it to make it catch. But I had Tony now. Tony, with his
caramel brown eyes and thick black curls and broad shoulders. Tony,
who listened. Tony, a guy I could rely on. And I was building a
whole new life back in Pennsylvania, land of my birth. Yielding to
a sharp prick of guilt, I shifted to put some distance between
us.

“Uh, Mom?” From the
hallway, D.J. took in the sight of his parents in a clinch. A grin
bloomed on his face. Oh, crap. I didn’t need another complication.
I pushed away and stood up.

“Hey, kiddo. I was just
filling your dad in on what you heard today.”

D.J.’s grin turned to a grimace.
“Great. You’re going to do something, right?” I didn’t answer.
“Mom?” I just stood there, watching his face flush and his hands
tighten into fists. He looked to David, who had come to stand
behind me. “Dad? Something must’ve happened to her. You always told
me that when people are in trouble—”

Both David’s posture and his voice
were tense. “I know, Deej, but—”

“Dad, come on. We’ve got
to help her. She’s just a little kid. Dad, please.” D.J.’s voice
cracked. I closed my eyes to keep the tears from spilling
out.

David’s hearty tone was a perfect
blend of Ozzie Nelson and Cliff Huxtable. “Son, I get that this is
really important to you, and I promise you that your mom and I will
do what has to be done. But it’s really late. We can talk about it
after a good night’s sleep.”

D.J.’s eyes narrowed. “You aren’t
going to do anything, are you? You didn’t listen to a word I
said.”

David morphed from Cliff into Ward
Cleaver. “We’ll talk about it in the morning.”

“Yeah, right.” I watched
D.J.’s chin thrust forward before he stalked back toward the
kitchen. The thump from the hall as he hit the side table resulted
in a crash—the sound of our family photo hitting the
floor.

I knew how it felt. “It’s been a long
day. Think I’ll go on up too. I have a long drive again tomorrow.”
I started to make a cowardly retreat, but David held my
arm.

“I’ll bring your stuff up,
sweet cheeks,” he said in a voice Ward Cleaver never used with
June. Sweet cheeks. God, he hadn’t called me that in years. Come to
think of it, of all the terms of endearment in the world, I’d never
stopped to wonder why he’d arrived at that one. Was it the size of
my ass?

On the landing, I turned around to
face David eye to eye, since he stood two stairs below me with my
suitcase. “We’ll have to figure something out, you know,” I sighed.
“D.J. won’t just drop it, much as we wish he would.” The dim light
accentuated the lines on his forehead. There seemed to be more of
them than I remembered.

“Why don’t you stay a
little longer, work things out? Forecast’s calling for snow. If you
stayed for Christmas, it would mean a lot to D.J. And to
me.”

Slowly, I lifted my hand to his face.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my throat closing. “So very sorry. I wish
it could be different.” He looked puzzled before he turned his head
and brushed my palm with his lips before I dropped my
hand.

“This will all look better
in the morning.” The deep lines disappeared when he smiled. “Maybe
we’ll pick up a tree tomorrow.”

Upstairs, David opened the
door to our old bedroom while I hesitated behind him, confused.
“Just thought you’d be more comfortable in your own bed,” he said,
watching me. The old four poster was still spread with his
grandmother’s wedding ring quilt. The gap before he spoke again
twanged with tension. I waited, curious and a little alarmed to
hear what he might say next. “I’ll bed down in the spare room,” he
offered. When I didn’t move, he added, “I never brought any other
woman to this bed, just so you know. Only you.” I knew that was a
lie, since I had filed for divorce after I’d fished a purple thong
from behind the headboard. But I didn’t want to replay old scenes,
so I pressed the pause button. Finally, David backed out, closing the solid
six-panel door behind him.

The room smelled faintly musky with a
hint of Aramis. I figured I wouldn’t get much sleep that
night.

***

By nine the next morning, the wind had
calmed down and the frost had melted from the spikes of grass
lining the sidewalk. In the clear winter sunlight, it seemed easier
to implement the plan I’d hatched in the witching hours of the
night. No need to consult David. On this matter, I was the expert
parent. David would be happier if kept in the dark.

I was surprised to find D.J. already
up and dressed when I came downstairs and even more surprised that
he didn’t start in on how I needed to help the poor little dead
girl. I wouldn’t say the kid was brimful of Christmas merriment,
but he’d lost that haunted look, at least for now. That made me
feel even more guilty for what I was about to do.

Grimly
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