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  Afterword


  Chapter 1


  Shovel


  Donna stood still for a moment, contemplating the sad-looking old man before her. Then brought the shovel down on his face.


  The impact was loud enough that she almost didn’t hear the snap of bone, and the old guy collapsed into the manicured grass. Donna assumed that this was his yard. She wasn’t sure how she had gotten here. Or why she was winding up to bash him again.


  She slammed the flat of the shovel down in an overhead arc that smashed his nose. Blood spurted out of the sides of the spade.


  The old man was weeping, but his voice only came out in odd grunts. He brought gnarled hands up to his ruined, bloody head. She’d flattened the left side of his face, tearing the skin. Blood welled out of rents in his cheek, like lava from a craggy fissure. One of his eyes was a ruined hollow, a gout of clear liquid from the empty socket had washed down his face.


  Donna shifted her grip and slammed down on his forearms. Bone crunched and he folded over, curled around his crippled hands, face a mask of agony.


  Why was she doing this? If she’d wanted to murder someone, there had to be more efficient ways to go about it. It seemed cruel. A gun or a knife would have been faster, and what was the damn point of murdering this guy? He was going to be dead of old age in a couple of years anyway.


  As she was thinking, he rolled over on his front, crawling on his elbows, grunting and whimpering in pain. She couldn’t imagine how painful it had to be to crawl with broken arms. And yet, he was trying. She could see the dark stain spreading in his pants where he’d shit himself. How terrified he must be.


  She didn’t recognize him, did she? Before she could come up with an answer, she had placed the shovel on the back of his neck, the point digging into his skin. She held it a moment, letting the man know he was about to die.


  She leaned on the shovel. It dug into the skin, but didn’t cut through the way she thought it would. She brought her boot down on the shovel head, and was rewarded with the pop of ligaments, but the bone stopped it short. She shoved a couple more times, each time eliciting a moan of agony from the man she was killing too slowly. She brought the shovel up, and with all her strength, brought it down. Bone crunched, and he stopped moving. He didn’t even spasm, and lay still on the short-cropped grass. Dark blood oozed out of the wound, turning the grass black. With a wrench she pulled the blade out and dropped it to one side. She’d had the foresight to wear gloves. Leaving her fingerprints on the handle would have been awkward.


  Donna looked at the immaculately maintained lawn, now ruined by the body lying on it. The street lights cut through some of the night gloom, lending a surreal atmosphere to the whole thing.


  Donna woke up, in her familiar bed, Jim sleeping next to her. He turned over. She must have woken him up, too.


  “Fuck.” Her shoulders ached. It had been a dream. Had to be. The old man covered in blood, the reek of shit and piss, all of it. Sleep-murdering wasn’t a thing. Was it?


  “What’s up, sweets?” Jim’s calm voice grounded her. She was here. In her bed with Jim Corey. Even just waking up, he was good-looking. Well-muscled, tousled brown hair, kind brown eyes set in a handsome face. She hadn’t killed anyone.


  “Bad dream,” she said.


  “Tell me about it.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. That got her The Look. The one he gave her when he thought she was being irrational. The condescending one.


  “Come on, a little something. Tell me about it.”


  “No.” She waited for a moment. “What do you want for breakfast?”


  “Donna, seriously. Tell me about your dream. Talking about it will help get it out of your head. Tell me.”


  When she needed to talk, Jim was there. Still, she hesitated.


  “I don’t know. It was a dream, and that’s just random shit my brain is throwing at me.” But her arms ached, as if she’d gripped something too tightly. Today was going to be tough. She had three massages on her calendar, and a cardio class to teach first thing. “Talking about it will just make it easier to remember. Let it fade.”


  He shrugged. “If that’s what you want.”


  “It is.” She kissed him. “I’d rather think about something else. You got anything that needs doing this morning?”


  “Nothing I couldn’t postpone.” He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her again.


  “Weird shitty dream last night,” Donna confided to her best friend over the best caramel coffee in Oakham. “My shoulders are tense all the way down my back.”


  “Honey, you’re twenty-four. You’ll bounce back in the time it takes me to drink my coffee. You’re a massage therapist, isn’t there someone who helps you when you’re tense?” Mildred Davies refused to be the victim of her unfortunate name. In her fifties, she was frumpy, but her vitality made her easy to get along with. She and Donna shared a schedule, so they met for coffee most mornings at Café Gitan.


  “I’ve got a tool for that,” Donna said.


  “I thought you had Jim for that,” Fierce said. Donna’s convoluted play on Mildred’s name came from a Carol Burnett sketch, ‘Mildred Fierce’ which mocked the classic Joan Crawford film Mildred Pierce. Fierce loved her nickname.


  “I never dream about that kind of thing,” Donna said. “The only dreams I ever remember are where I’m teaching a class I’m not prepared for and then look down and realize I’m in my underwear. Stupid stuff like that.”


  “I once dreamed that Carl had left me in the mud at the side of a dirt road. I hated him all morning, and let him know it.”


  “This wasn’t about Jim, though. This was about killing some old guy. Usually I know the people in my dreams. This was weird, I didn’t know the guy at all. I hit him with a shovel, just over and over.” Donna’s mouth twisted in distaste. She flexed her hands, feeling the tension in her forearms. “I don’t like horror. Why would my brain do that to me?”


  “Honey, have you had any bad clients recently? Someone try to pull something on you?”


  “No, Fierce, nothing like that. Life’s been pretty quiet, if anything.”


  “Too quiet? Maybe you need a little spicing up?”


  “I really don’t. I’m liking the quiet. I’m financially solvent, business has been good. Jim doesn’t steal my money. Everything’s better than it was two years ago..”


  “Sometimes your brain does brain stuff because it’s got brain things to work out.” Mildred paused to let that sink in. “Sometimes it’s weird, but really, unless you start getting these every night, I wouldn’t worry about it. It sucks, but you’re just going to lose a night’s sleep. Have a second coffee, and thank Jesus you’re young and don’t need two huge ones every morning. Get good sleep tonight, and you’ll be over it.”


  Donna took a swallow, savoring the contrast of sweet caramel and bitter coffee.


  “Could it be your agoraphobia?” Mildred asked.


  “I’m not agoraphobic,” Donna said, nettled. “I’ve just, you know, never been out of Oakham.”


  “Honey, that’s not normal. Most people travel.”


  “Mom used to try to take me places, but she tells me I would cry, just screaming like I was being tortured. When she turned around, I would calm down. So I don’t even try any more. I can’t leave Oakham.”


  Fierce shook her head in amazement. “It’s just so weird that you’ve never been anywhere else.”


  “I dunno, why would I want to? UMass Oakham is pretty good, we’ve got Chinese and Thai, a couple of good gyms, damn close to perfect coffee, and the Internet for everything else. What more could I want?”


  “You’re kidding, right? Donna, there’s a whole state, a whole country out there. Lots of things to see, lots of different people to meet. Oakham’s a pretty good town, but to have lived here your whole life? Crazy.”


  Donna shifted in her chair and said nothing.


  “Have you tried to leave town?” Sometimes, Fierce wouldn’t let something go. Her tenacity was a good thing, most of the time. “Surely it’s time to figure out what all that screaming was about?”


  “No, and can we drop it?”


  “Yes, sorry.” And she meant it. “I think we’ve got a raccoon in the attic. And my big client’s being a dick again. If he wasn’t such a big deal, I’d tell him to stick it. He cracked a dumbass joke about lazy Mexicans, and I just wanted to knock him down. He inherited his money, so while you go out build your own business, the old hypocrite’s criticizing you for slacking. He thinks I can’t see him staring at my ass like he’s a fourteen-year-old.” She shrugged. “Dick.”


  “He wasn’t talking about me, Fierce. He doesn’t even know me.”


  Fierce’s smile was thin. “Oakham isn’t all that big, but I doubt you’ll ever cross paths. I can’t see him coming to a cardio-boxing class.”


  “I hope not, it’s hard enough to get people to come to something that challenging, without dealing with some creepy old guy.”


  “We should go out for drinks Friday. We haven’t had a girls’ night out for a while.”


  “A week.”


  Fierce smiled. “Yeah, but I like to look at Rich. And Peter. Either one, really. The whole tattoo thing. And they’re muscular without being bulky. I figure either one would be fun in the sack. And Peter brings some color in this town, which desperately needs it.”


  “You do remember they’re married to each other, right?” But Fierce wasn’t listening.


  “So drinks, Friday night?” Fierce asked.


  “You’re on.”


  Donna mangled her cardio-boxing class. Still distracted by the memory of the old man’s agonized face, she rushed her warm-up, and cramped up thirty minutes in. She pushed through, but the class could tell she was covering something.


  “You should relax a bit, Donna.” Brittney was seventeen, outgoing, and loved to chat after class. “I thought you were going to pop a forehead vein.”


  “Had to work through it,” Donna said, taking a moment away from her breakfast smoothie. “Can’t expect the class to fight through the hard bits if I don’t.”


  “You’re such an inspiration,” Brittney simpered. “Hard work makes a hot bod.”


  Donna was used to Brittney’s compliments, even if she wasn’t sure how to take them. Brittney herself was lean and sculpted, the result of long hours of work at the gym. Her outfit was, in Donna’s opinion, too tight. But she came to class regularly, and Donna would be foolish to alienate her.


  “I look at it as a better life: more energy, more strength, and I’ll admit, keeps me trim. We gotta do what we gotta do, Brittney. Hard is always good for you.”


  Brittney giggled, and put a warm hand on Donna’s shoulder.


  “You’re such a great teacher.”


  “It helps that I’ve got dedicated students.” She gave her most winning smile. “But I need to run. Lots to do, not enough time.”


  Brittney nodded, smiled, and turned her pert self away. Donna had a half-hour massage in an hour. She had to get prepared.


  Between the cardio class, two single-hour massages and three half-hour massages, Donna was dragging by the time she opened the apartment door at 7:30. But the smell of cooking pork and onions tickled her nose. Jim stood in front of the stove, shirtless, wearing an apron. Small medallions of pork sizzled in the frying pan.


  “Salad is in the fridge,” he said with a pleasant smile.


  She hauled her bag of crap past him, into the dining room. The table was set, the black dishes on crimson placemats. A couple of candles stood, unlit, in the center of the immaculate table.


  “This morning was fun,” Jim was behind her, his fingers tracing lines down her back. He smelled very pleasant, his light musk combining with the smell of the pork and onions. Food and manliness, the two scents twined into her, irresistible. She turned.


  Jim’s smile was warm. She was an awkward, sweaty mess and needed a shower. He leaned down and kissed her. She melted against his hard body, his heat leaving her breathless when they separated.


  “Ready for a rematch?” she said.


  Donna didn’t dream that night. She woke, feeling rested. Distance made the frightening dream less immediate. Still, she got online and looked at the obituaries for Oakham and the surrounding towns. Nobody looked like the man whose face she’d smashed in her dream.


  Not that she had expected to find him. It had been a dream. Nothing more. But just to be on the safe side she did a broader web search for any murders that might have happened in the county in the last two days. Nothing came up, certainly no old men who had been bludgeoned and decapitated, with or without a shovel. She shuddered, the man’s pain-wracked face swimming up in her memory.


  It had been a dream, she reminded herself. Just a dream.


  Chapter 2


  Teeth and Claws


  Donna dreamed she’d been sitting for a long time. Darkness clustered around her, with it the scent of pine trees, and the sound of men talking, punctuated by the occasional crash of a bottle being broken. Earlier, she’d heard dogs snarling, barking, and tearing at each other, followed by whimpers of pain, quickly cut off. She should have been sick to her stomach, but the disconnect from her body was a yawning chasm.


  Cars were being started, and she roused herself. She must have been sitting for hours, and she wondered what she’d been waiting for. She walked on the blanket of pine needles until she came to the edge of the trees.


  A line of red taillights receded into the night, and a grizzled man in a baseball cap, filthy jeans, and a red plaid shirt closed the gate behind them. His silhouette was rail-thin, the shirt loose. Before her was a flat expanse of dirt, like an unpaved parking lot. The sides were hemmed in by stands of trees, like the one Donna was hiding in. In the center of it all slumped a dilapidated barn, once painted red but now silver with age. Now that the cars were gone, the only light came from a ring of naked bulbs that hung on the exterior of the barn.


  She hugged the trees in the dark, moving slowly. A man stood in front of the closed gate. She could see the cherry-red glow of his cigarette and after a few moments, smelled the reek of burning tobacco. Away in the dimness, she heard the husky breath of the dogs in their pens. Now she could smell blood and urine.


  Donna didn’t like dogs. When she was a child, an over-friendly lab had knocked her over in the middle of a street. She felt that panicky nausea in the pit of her stomach, remembering the hot, strong dog above her, hyperactively sniffing at her as she tried to scrabble away, terrified a car would kill them both. She didn’t trust dogs. But no dog deserved this.


  She edged toward the barn. The figure with the cigarette stayed close to the gate. She wondered what the sick motherfucker was thinking. Probably about his winnings. Shitbag. She put her back against the wall of the barn, glanced up, and positioned herself just below a bare bulb.


  Way to sneak, she thought to her dreaming self. Right under a light source.


  Not that it mattered to the figure. He turned away from the gate and headed toward her, head down, hands in his pockets. She watched, incredulous, as he approached. Her hand touched something heavy but supple hanging at the back of her belt.


  “Woah there, missy. I didn’t see you there.” He was a small man, probably six inches shorter than her. His fifty years had been hard, his dark beard gray in patches, his face sunken and lined. Hair sprouted from his ears, peeked out from under his shirt sleeves. Quite the miniature Sasquatch.


  “You looking for some after-party action, that it? The dog-fightin’ get you all wet?”


  She sidled away, not speaking, keeping her back to the barn.


  “If you run, I’m only going to follow.” He snickered.


  She retreated, which he interpreted as a coy come-on. He followed, licking his lips. She’d seen this scene on TV. All she had to do to make it complete was run, stumble, and fall into his strong arms. Donna wanted to throw up inside her own brain. She wanted to wake up. She remembered the shovel and the old man. What was wrong with her head these days? As she was thinking, she reached the barn doors. A tug, and one opened just enough for her to squeeze through.


  Inside, the barn reeked of blood and fear. Bulbs had been strung across the bare rafters, casting a pitiless light on everything. Dogs lunged against chain-link gates, their scarred muzzles pressing against their prisons. Donna’s hands fumbled at her waistband, found a pair of heavy leather gloves. She pulled them on by feel, keeping her hands behind her back. Sap gloves. People used them for exercise; the backs of the hands and fingers were covered with steel plates, pouches on top were filled with lead shot. Realization ran through her like an electric shock.


  Dog Killer muscled the door open in what he probably thought was a manly way.


  “Where are you, girly?”


  She stood, hands behind her back, a pose that emphasized her tits.


  No. What the hell was wrong with her? She wanted to wake up. She didn’t want to even dream about fucking this animal-abusing shit bag. Why would she dream this stuff?


  “Dunno if you’re the real deal, but I don’t fucking care.”


  The hands reached for her, and she danced out of their grasp, retreating past the kennels. The dogs snarled and barked.


  “Fuckin’ tease.” His flannel shirt made a pile on the floor, revealing a wife-beater covered in crusty black and yellow stains.


  He grabbed at her, but she connected with a heavy-gloved wallop that rocked him.


  They glared at each other. He was reassessing the situation. Donna let out an internal sigh of relief. She’d rather murder this bastard than let him touch her.


  She squared off in a weird boxing stance, like she was Muhammad Ali. It was all wrong; too much weight on her front leg, her arms held away from her body. She was going to get tired fast, especially with the extra weight of her gloves. Why would she stand this way?


  He spun away, ran to a corner, where he picked up an aluminum bat. He hefted it, and she could see the dark stains, the rough patches from hard use.


  “Don’t know who you are, bitch, but you are fucking with the wrong guy.”


  Blood thundered in her ears, louder than the mad barking of the dogs. He could kill her. If this wasn’t a dream.


  He feinted once and she didn’t react. He tried again, but she could read him well enough to know he wasn’t serious. He didn’t commit his shoulders or his feet.


  He stepped in for the real thing, a side-swing like a lumberjack going for a tree. She punched at it, and the bat spanged off her glove like she was made of stone. Her wrist sang. She backhanded him, the heavy glove lending her some punishing power. He went down, the bat ringing on the concrete.


  She was on him, heavy fists hammering into his unprotected ribs. The dogs went insane, as if the violence was catching, scrabbling madly at their prisons. She knelt astride him and slammed furious fists into his face. His lip split, his nose gushed blood, and still she carried on, one strike followed by another. Her shoulders and back ached, but still she worked his face. It was now a river of blood from cuts to his scalp and under his eyes. Red clotted his beard, flowed off his face, soaked into his filthy undershirt. Red spattered the concrete as if she’d dropped a melon. The reek of blood was overpowering. He stopped trying to raise his head, and still she pounded his face, pushing her exhausted shoulders. Then, apparently satisfied, she stood, her breathing heavy.


  His unresisting body was difficult to move, awkward and boneless. She dragged him across the floor to chain-link cage of a starved-looking mutt. The other dogs were still barking like mad, but this one squatted and snarled at her, then launched itself against the side of its cage, barking like mad. She could see every rib on its wasted flank, the chewed-off ear, the mass of scars down the top of its muzzle, the heavy chain collar. Letting the dog out of its cage would be suicide.


  She grabbed Baseball Cap by the waistband of his dirty jeans and pulled his unresisting form onto her shoulder. She heaved him up, pressing him against the chain fence that kept the dog imprisoned. The caged dog wasn’t barking, just letting out a low growl, showing teeth. She kept levering his unresisting form up. He must have become conscious enough to realize what was going on. But his struggles were too weak, and she had his torso over the bar. With a shove he went in, and Donna turned away, to find herself facing the pit where the dogs fought. She walked to it, leaving the sloppy sounds of the dog at its meal behind her.


  The ring was a concrete depression, four feet below the rest of the floor, surrounded by yet more fencing. Spattered blood, dried and fresh, made a Jackson Pollock painting of the walls. The floor was caked with it, with lumps of shit scattered here and there.


  She crouched. Beneath the layers of dried fluids, the drainage channels looked wrong. Not all of them led to the drain. Without touching the filth on the fighting pit, she followed the grooves with her finger. Several of the lines didn’t lead to the drain, even indirectly. Weird. She walked over to one of the strangely curving channels. Then she stood, went back to the chain-link fence, and climbed it. From her high perspective, the channels made a strange, swirling pattern that made her head spin.


  She walked back to the cage where she had dumped Baseball Cap. The dog had torn his throat right down to the vertebrae, chewing a bloody gobbet. Bastard. Fucking asshole dog-abusing bastard.


  Donna jerked awake, breathing hard. Her clock face glowed 4:37. She ached. Her shoulders were so tense she thought her neck was going to snap off.


  “What is it?” Jim asked. She must have woke him when she jerked awake. “Another bad dream?”


  “Yeah.” It was out of her mouth before she could stop it.


  “Were you killing someone again?”


  How had he known? She couldn’t say anything, just stared at him. How had he known?


  “Come on, tell me. I need to know.”


  She found her voice. “Need?”


  “OK, I want to know. If it’s bothering you, it bothers me.”


  “Back off a second.” Donna was still trying to get the images, the dogs, the crunch of bones being crushed by strong jaws, out of her head. She couldn’t do that and talk to Jim at the same time.


  He stroked her shoulder. “Baby, I just want to know what’s upsetting you.”


  “Can I have a little space? Having you get on me about these frikkin’ horrible dreams the minute I wake up messes with my head.”


  “Tell me.” He was gripping her arm hard enough to hurt.


  “Back off.” She didn’t mean to snap. She brought up her hand and pulled his hand off her arm.


  The back of her hand was developing a rectangular bruise. Where the hell had that come from? In an instant, she knew. The steel plate that had been in her SAP glove. In her dream. Her guts turned to liquid, and the room spun around her. It was real. She had done it. Shit oh fuck oh hell, she’d murdered two people in her sleep in the last week.


  Why? She hadn’t recognized them. Were their places within walking distance? Why hadn’t there been any announcements of murders?


  It all ran mad circles around her head. Could she possibly be committing these murders? How could she? Why would she? It made no sense, and yet, the bruise throbbed, accusing her.


  Jim all but forgotten, she threw off the covers and charged out of the bedroom.


  Was she going insane? Donna walked through the quiet house, frightened and confused. What was happening to her? She tried to figure out the possibilities. One, she could have gone out and murdered this guy. Two, she could have hit her hand in her sleep, and dreamed about hurting it. Oh shit, was that all she had? She shook her head. She wanted to believe the second, but she had to be totally certain the first wasn’t true. She wasn’t a murderer. She couldn’t be a murderer.


  The madness of it scrabbled inside her head like a squirrel in a washing machine. This sort of thing didn’t happen here. Oakham was a nice little town. The people were friendly, the streets were clean. Serial killers didn’t come from small, nice towns; they came from big, impersonal cities. She wasn’t a serial killer. She just wasn’t. She would know if she was that crazy. She didn’t have any reason to kill people. She couldn’t think of anyone she wanted to murder. And definitely not in a drawn-out messy way.


  She shuddered, remembering the dog tearing chunks out of its former master. As if beating his face into hamburger hadn’t been bad enough. She felt so alone.


  Passing by the dining room table, she saw her phone. She picked it up and made a call.


  “Mom?”


  “What’s wrong, Donna? You sound worried, honey.” Donna wanted to hug the phone. Her mom always paid attention, knew what she was thinking.


  “I’ve…” Was honesty the way to break this, telling her Mom everything? If she was a murderer, telling her would make her an accessory. Ah shit, what should she do? “I’ve got a problem.”


  “You’re calling me at quarter to six. I know it’s a problem. Is it Jim?”


  “No Mom. I’ve just been having some really bad dreams–”


  “Bad dreams? Having a hard time with the business? Someone get creepy again?” The line was dead for a couple of breaths.


  “Are they about your father?” Donna’s mother’s voice trembled.


  “No. At least, I don’t think so.” Donna didn’t know a damn thing about her father. Her mother never brought him up. She had never seen a picture of him. Why would she be having dreams about him?


  “What’s this about my father? Why would I be having dreams about him?”


  “Nothing, dear, nothing.” Donna knew when her mother was bullshitting her, but that would have to come later. “Tell me about your dreams, then.”


  Donna hesitated. She could tell her mom anything, but right now, she was keeping something back. What was this sudden wall of secrets?


  “I’m doing… stuff I don’t want to be. Bad things, terrible things. I feel like I don’t have any control over my body. And the dreams are just gruesome. I have no idea what’s going through my head. I’ve never had dreams like this before. They’ve been weird, and sometimes I wake up shaking my head, but not like this. Never like this.”


  Her mother was silent for a moment, and Donna was afraid she’d scared her off, told her too much. She should have been more tactful, broke this to her more gradually.


  “Donna, honey, are you doing anything you shouldn’t?”


  “What? No. I’m taking care of myself. Jim’s been a pillar of support.” A small lie. Mom had warned her against Danny, but she hadn’t listened. “But have you ever had really weird dreams? Anything at all?”


  Again the silence, which was not like her at all.


  “When I was in college, I had some very vivid dreams after finals,” Her mother sounded distant. “Are you having some sort of stress? Coming off it maybe?”


  “No. I mean not anything strange.” Donna thought for a moment. “I’m a little low on cash right now, with the student loans and all, but I’m not missing any payments or anything like that. Just… having ugly dreams.” The dreams were causing her stress, which was causing her to have bad dreams? That made no sense.


  The line was quiet again.


  “I wish I could help you.” Her mother said it slowly, as if she had to pick just the right words. “You’ll want to keep an eye on any new men who have come into your life recently. Someone might have some malign influence over you without you knowing it.”


  Malign influence? Donna almost shouted the words back into the phone. What was this shit? What was this shit from her Mom?


  “Sometimes we meet someone who seems like a good person,” her mother went on. “And it turns out they’re not what they seem.”


  “You mean like Danny?” Donna was weirded out at the conversational turn. Her mom never talked around stuff like this. “Mom, this is really strange. You’re being distant, and I could really use a shoulder right now. And why bring up my father?”


  “Dear, I have to go. You… you take care of yourself, OK?”


  “Sure.” Donna was numb, her voice expressionless as the line went dead. Her own mother had just blown her off. Her mother. She cradled the phone to her, wishing for some comfort. Mom was acting weird. Was it her? Was she going nuts and alienating everyone around her? She hated thinking Jim was right and her Mom was trying to undermine her.


  She held her head in her hands. What next? Who was there to talk to? Fierce?


  Tia Ana. She could call Mom’s sister.


  Her hands were shaking as the punched the numbers. After three rings, someone picked up.


  “Tia Ana?” She tried not to sound desperate.


  “Donna? Donna it’s really early.”


  “What do you know about my father?”


  Silence on the other side of the line, then: “You called me at six thirty for that?”


  “Some frightening things have happened to me,” Donna said. “Really bad dreams, don’t ask about them because talking doesn’t help. So I called Mom and, she brought up my father. And that was just completely out of the blue. She’s always shut me down when I’ve asked about him before.”


  Ana was silent for a moment, and Donna imagined she was going to say any one of a dozen horrible, cutting things. Or worse, say something weird and shut her out the way Mom had.


  “I never met him. I don’t think anybody did.”


  “So he was a one-night stand?” Donna had never gotten the idea that her Mom was angry about her. Or her father. Just that she didn’t want to talk about him, that she’d put that chapter of her life behind her. She didn’t seem to resent Donna. Far from it, Mom made it clear that she loved Donna. They could talk about a lot of things. Or used to. She thought of the comments Jim sometimes made, that her mother didn’t support her, and that Donna didn’t see it because she was too emotionally close.


  Ana sighed into the phone. “Not exactly. Your mom was in college, and she said she met this guy, and said he was neat, and that he was going to take care of her. But she never brought him home. I know I never got to meet him, and I don’t think your grandparents got to, either. Never even saw a picture of him. He must have been loaded, though.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Sylvia dropped out of school to have you. And once you were born, she went straight back to college, and wasn’t borrowing money to do it anymore. I assumed her awesome guy dumped her as soon as he found out, because the day we found out was the last day she ever talked about him. Which makes him irresponsible trash, but he must have found a conscience somewhere, since he paid for the rest of her degree.”


  Ana’s voice was soothing, but Donna’s mind was going faster than ever before. What the hell did this have to do with her blood-soaked dreams? Why would her mother associate the two?


  Could he have been a rapist? Forced her mother into something, got drunk and regretted it later? It would explain why her mom associated her terrible dreams, if they were dreams, with her father. But that didn’t explain why she was having the dreams.


  Maybe it was nothing.


  “Donna, what are you thinking?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think this is helping.” Donna wanted the blood to be gone, for the dreams to stop, for people around her to stop being strange.


  She looked at the clock. Six forty-five. She had to get her shit together. She was teaching kickboxing at seven thirty, and she hadn’t eaten, stretched, or managed to get any peace of mind. She stared down at the square bruise. What to do?


  “Are you still there?” Tia Ana asked from the phone.


  “I have to go in a couple of minutes.” She winced, realizing this was almost the same phrase her mother had used to brush her off.


  “If you’ve got some trouble, let me know. Boston’s not that far away.”


  Donna let out a breath. Her world wasn’t completely off.


  “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much it means to hear you say that.”


  “You’ve always been a smart, determined girl,” Ana said. “You might need a little help, but you can handle whatever gets thrown at you.”


  “Thank you. That means a lot. And thanks for listening. Like I said, Mom’s been strange.”


  “Give her a little space. She’s always been touchy about your father.”


  But she brought him up, Donna thought.


  “I need to get my head clear before I go to class,” Donna said. “Thank you again. I’ll call you in a couple of days.”


  “Take care of yourself until then.”


  “You too.” She hung up.


  She was still sitting on the floor of her dining room, in her underwear. Time to put the night behind her and face the day.


  “Ha!” Donna hammered her knee into the air in front of her, followed up with a kick from the same leg, planted her foot, and drove her fist into the imaginary opponent. Kickboxing class wasn’t as cool as it had once been, but she had an enthusiastic core that let her keep teaching it.


  “Ha!” She slammed her knee into the imaginary target, kicked again, punched. Six women and a man mirrored her combination. The dreams still bothered her. The bruise, the damned bruise ate at her. What if she was committing these murders?


  “Ha!” She kneed, kicked, and drove the punch from her shoulder into the problem that refused to resolve itself. She hadn’t committed murder in her sleep. Someone would have noticed. The police hadn’t knocked at her door.


  “Ha!” Knee. Heel strike. Fist. Nobody just casually murdered people and got away with it. Although Donna had to admit that she hadn’t had any brushes with the law—outside of a traffic ticket a year and a half ago.


  “Ha!” She drove her knee into the lack of answers before her. Kick, strike. What else could she do? She didn’t know what was going on, and that scared her.


  “Ha!” Knee, kick, strike. What if she was killing people? Why would she do that? She’d always felt normal, like a regular person. She didn’t want to kill anyone.


  “Ha!” Knee strike, heel strike, fist. Even if they were dreams, they were strange like nothing she’d ever had before. Vivid. She remembered the smell of fear and filth in the dog’s cages.


  “Ha!” Knee. Foot. Strike. She came around to the bruise again. She hadn’t dreamed that. It throbbed now that her heart was really going. It was real.


  “Ha!” Knee. Kick. Strike. She couldn’t figure out what she might have hit, either the day before, or in the night, that would give her
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