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            "The rumor is a vampire murdered her."
Ginger whistled low and sunk back. "Oh dear."
"That's what I said, especially when the rumor identifies the vampire as a Peadlebody."

      

    

All characters in this book are fictitious.

Honest!

Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Dedicated to all the slightly dysfunctional families who, when all is said and done, when dull tooth meets the sharpened tongue, forget their grievance against each other and in distress, they help their brother!
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Sunlight filtered into the church lobby and rested on the backs of—and Raymond Peadlebody counted them—a hundred-and-thirty-one people. He also attempted to count the lint particles as they floated in the atmosphere. However, in the act of calculating, a surge of guests passed by. Cologne, minty mouthwash, and body odors made him sneeze, sending even more dust into the ozone. 

Raymond pulled a handkerchief from his suit pocket, held it to his nose, and blew. If there was one thing he hated, it was being in a room crammed with strangers, especially strangers that reeked. Fortunately, no one seemed to notice his allergy to humans as he pushed through the assembly and tucked himself in a far corner of the lobby.

Shaking his handkerchief, he tucked it back into his vest pocket, leaned against the wall, and scratched the stubble on his chin, fighting the urge to tap his foot. "No," he scolded himself under his breath. “Remain calm under all circumstances.” The words passed through his teeth like steam from a teakettle. “If they suspect who I am, it’d be a social disaster.

No social disaster!”

The guest book lay open on the desk next to him, unsigned, pen covered and unused. A doily laced the linen tabletop and provided a cushion for the leather-bound journal. A silver vase with a single white rose cast a faint shadow onto the empty pages.

Raymond rolled his tongue over his left fang as he scanned the crowd and then glanced down at the guest book. "They probably don’t even have names," he said, as though the little journal cared. “The non-human ones, that is. And humans are most likely protecting their identity. Just saying,” he added.

The journal lay muted, of course, but that didn’t make it, or Raymond, any less lonely.

The guests continued to arrive, ushering in a wave of cool autumn air whenever the door was opened. One woman, who obviously didn't feel the same way he did about being noticed, strolled into the lobby smacking with arrogance. Red high heels made her tall and lanky body tower above the crowd. A flowered scarf twisted into a red and yellow turban on her head looked like a beach ball bouncing over a sea of black felt hats.

No one else in the room wore such bright colors. Black suits and ties enmeshed both men and women into a dark shadow that buzzed about the church foyer like a swarm of flies. What made this middle-aged female think she can come to his father's interment dressed like a fashion queen?

Her pale face was buffed bright with powder and blush. Her thick red lips emphasized her pout. The most puzzling accessory was the pointed sunglasses she hadn't bothered to take off, despite the dimly lit room. With barely enough daylight to read the order of service, why did she wear sunglasses? Humans have no manners at all, wearing shades in church! Then again, maybe she wasn't human.

A crude lot of miscreants, their high heel shoes and patent leather loafers tracked over the plush red carpet carelessly. Each face pale and sickly, all of them framed by dark brows and slick black hair. Raymond had seen none of these individuals before, although the night before his mother had assured him only relatives would come to the funeral. Blood relations that came out of the woodwork, probably literally, simply because the rumor swept through Mason County that his father had died.

"That's what vampires do for half-bloods," his mum had explained the day before when they unpacked their suitcases in their stuffy motel room. "Half-bloods like you and me and your father—those who aren't privileged enough to be pure-blooded vampires."

Raymond had snuffed his mother's explanation, caring little about being a half-blood, much less a vampire. He hated his father, Rockford Peadlebody, who now lay resting in the casket in the sanctuary. The man was the eldest son of Benjamin Peadlebody, the last pure-blooded vampire in his family. His grandmother was an elf. He never met either of his grandparents.

Raymond had even less vampire blood in him. His father married Ginger, who had been human before he came into her life. Raymond was born twenty years ago in swampland along the Mississippi River. His father hid him away as a child. Home-schooled. His dad thought him a mistake. He didn't care. Mum loved him. He was confident of that. Mum was human before his dad changed her and that’s why she had a heart. Raymond wished he had been born normal like her. Humanity was the lineage that he lay claim to.

He pushed a curly black lock of hair behind his ear and glanced at his watch, pulled up his already too short coat sleeve and mumbled to himself. "Fifteen minutes. Mum, where are you?"

He dreaded walking into the sanctuary by himself. He'd be expected to sit in the front pew and to do that he'd have to walk past all these ruffians. He fastened his collar again. His slender fingers moved deftly and inconspicuously as he straightened his bowtie, all the while scrutinizing the individuals that now closed in on one another as the room filled. Everyone waited for the double doors to open. Soon, the swarm will pack into the sanctuary like a flock of crows, black as night and just as ravenous.

His gaze drifted to the woman with the turban. She stood close enough that the scent of her perfume gagged him. He coughed into his handkerchief and tucked it back in the pocket on the inside of his coat. She looked at him. He gave her a cordial smile, which she did not return.

She stepped up to the refreshment table and leaned over the elaborate centerpiece as though enjoying the flowers. She didn’t sniff them, though. She picked at them with long pointed fingernails painted fire-engine red. Raymond grimaced as he watched, completely entranced. She reached into the center of a gladiola and pulled out an earwig. She didn't fuss, nor did she drop the bug. Instead, she held the struggling creature by its pincers, and with the other hand, she lifted her sunglasses ever so slightly.

Raymond's heart stopped as he watched in shock. The bug turned white. She dropped it. When the insect hit the table, it broke into a thousand tiny chips, as if it were a delicate porcelain statuette shattering on a tile floor. The woman quickly brushed the splinters onto the carpet.

She turned sharply and looked at Raymond. Her glasses were back on again and there was a nasty smile on her face as she lifted a glass of punch to her ruby red lips.

"What are you staring at, mortal?" Her words struck him like a lightning bolt. Her wicked grin sent chills down his spine.

He shut his mouth, which had been hanging open, and he looked away just as his mother burst through the double doors. A timely interruption!

He left the turban lady and pushed through the crowd to get to the short, red-hair woman he so lovingly called Mum.

Ginger Peadlebody was nothing special in anyone’s eyes but her son’s. Most guests turned their heads away when she entered as she was not particularly attractive. Just the opposite! It wasn't her fault. Raymond, Uncle Gerald, and Mum had arrived a day ago from a long train trip from Mississippi. The river had flooded and had washed away all their belongings, except for a few rags Ginger had pulled out of the muck. Today she wore one of her faded, mud-stained house dresses, and wrapped a crochet shawl over her shoulders. The only funeral-appropriate apparel that adorned her was the black box hat with a polka-dotted veil. She bee-lined across the room to Raymond and grabbed his shirtsleeve. "There you are!"

Raymond's shoulders relaxed and he smiled a greeting. "Mum! Finally!"

"Why are you still in the lobby? You should be in the sanctuary."

Before Raymond could answer, Ginger pulled him through the crowd, intercepting the Turban Lady. He didn't mean to, but he bumped into her shoulder. The woman's glass flew from her hands and spun upside down, splattering bright red punch on her skirt.

"Oh! I'm sorry!" Indeed, he was more than sorry. He had no intention of crossing the woman, not with the superpowers he had witnessed earlier. He would have stopped to help pick up her glass and clean up, except that his mother tugged him away. He glanced over his shoulder. He should help her. His thoughts changed as soon as she adjusted her sunglasses. Whether she was going to take them off, he didn't know, nor did he care to find out. He turned away and peeled his mother's hands off his shirt, clasping them gently.

"Mum, please, I'm a grown man. I can walk on my own."

"I know Raymond. Just hurry and get clear of these hoodlums. I worry about you around them."

“Why?”

“You’re so—I don’t—vulnerable.”

“Hush, Mum. Don’t say that!” Vulnerable was the last thing he wanted these hungry, wicked predators to think. They wouldn’t attack a pure-blood, but Raymond was less than a half-blood. He adjusted his bowtie again as he walked. Everyone in the room looked at him. Everyone. Their faces somber, emotionless. Intimidating.

"Don't let them see you!" his mother whispered as she ushered him along.

"How are they not going to see me? You rammed me right into that lady with the turban and made me spill her drink. You know she's going to confront us at the reception, don't you? Who was she, anyway? She called me a mortal."

"She doesn't know you from Adam. Did you say anything to her?"

"Just that I was sorry."

"Sorry?" Ginger rolled her eyes.

Raymond skirted ahead of his mother to avoid her jostling. When he came to the end of the aisle, he halted. Ginger bumped into him, knocking him forward and into the casket. He caught the spray of roses before they hit the floor and placed them on the dark cherry wood cover. He froze when he saw the body inside.

"That's not him!" The corpse's face was powdered with too much makeup. The pits that had once marred Rockford’s skin were now filled with foundation. His thick black hair lay starched and plastered in waves against his swollen temple.

Worse, his mouth was sewn shut.

Dead as dead, he looked human, not at all like a vampire.

His mother's lips trembled under the veil and her gloved fingers fidgeted nervously before she linked arms with Raymond. She drew him away from the casket and spoke slowly, as if telling a prologue to a ghost story. "They changed him." She looked over her shoulder, then quickly hustled Raymond to the front pew. "Sit down."

"Who did?"

"Cousins! They're all in cahoots. They hired the mortician to change him. We'll talk later."

As soon as they sat in the front row pew, four photographers hurried down the aisle. Two were young men a little older than Raymond, one in a pinstripe suit, his hair cut on a flattop which did nothing more for his appearance than to show off his enormous ears. The other men dressed more conservatively, though acted aggressively. Black silk suits and flashy silk ties shouted "PRESS" louder than their badges did.

Cameras flashed as the men dodged around the casket. The number of images they added to their portfolio was beyond counting, though Raymond tried. A vampire always counts, always keeps track, even if he doesn't want to, even if he shuns his bloodline and renounces his heritage. Counting was an instinct that took more discipline than it was worth to curtail. When his mother lifted her veil and gave him an abrasive nudge, he stopped. 

"What are you doing?" 

"Nothing," Raymond lied.

“Don’t count. Your lips are moving.”

Raymond slumped back against the hardwood seat. His mother sat as straight as an organ pipe, giving little mind to the dawdling reporters and all the impending news coverage—press that would make even a celebrity edgy. She pulled the dark veil over her eyes. Still, Raymond could see her face under it. Her lips were formed to a "Shh" as if she sensed the question Raymond wanted to ask.

"Why let these jokers take photographs?" he thought. He didn't speak the words, though. This was Mum's day to call the shots. If anyone should object to the press taking photos of Rockford Peadlebody’s body, it would be the widow. There was no protest coming from Ginger, and no tears either. When the photographers finally found their way back down the aisle, cameras strapped to their backs and notepads tucked away into leather briefcases and slung over their shoulders, she whispered.

"Let them report your father's death from one end of the country to the next." Her lips puckered, her eyes narrowed as she looked at her son. "The plan was to leave those horrid fangs intact. The world should know what he was, not just speculate. Your cousins sabotaged me."

“You hired them?” Raymond asked.

“Plan didn’t work out well,” she grumbled.

"Mum, the world thinks vampires dissipate when they die," Raymond said quietly, whispering into her ear. “No one’s going to believe those stories.”

"They would have!"

He glanced over his shoulder at the reporters, hesitant to agree with his mother's agenda. Ginger Peadlebody wanted revenge and satisfaction for the years she suffered as a vampire's wife, hoarded away in the bayou by her madman husband. If his father's true species were exposed, the entire room of hoodlums would be incriminated. So would Raymond! If that happened, any chance of having a normal life would be utterly ruined. That is, if there were a chance for him to have a normal life. “How could you?” he asked.

“You’re safe with me. Don’t worry.”

The monkey-eared cameraman shot him a smile before he walked out the door. Raymond scoffed at him, wondering what was going on in that kid's mind, taking photos of a corpse. He wondered too what the tabloids were going to read in the morning. "Rockford Peadlebody the Vampire Man gets Clean Bill of Health at Funeral?"

"Tuck your lips together, Raymond. Your teeth are beginning to show." He heeded his mum's warning immediately, hoping no one else would see. It'd be criminal if the monkey eared news reporter noticed his teeth! How he hated these fangs. They poked his lips when he wasn't deliberately tucking them into his mouth. Rarely did he smile when humans were near. Now that he was in the city, and once he found his mother a proper place to live, he would get rid of these tusks permanently.

"Mum?" Raymond muttered.

"What?"

"You'll probably think I'm crazy, but what do you know about gorgons?"

"What do you mean?"

"Gorgons? The monsters that can turn things into stone." She lifted her veil slightly and looked him dead in the eye.

"There's one here. I swear," he said.

She leaned close. "Don't say a word about it. Don't look at it. I have no idea what gorgons can do to vampires, if anything."

Raymond settled against the hardwood pew and watched the rest of the attendees take their seats. The church was packed. For a man who kept his family hidden in the back-country, Rockford Peadlebody sure had a lot of relatives. 

Individuals shuffled into the stuffy room, fanning themselves, coughing genially as though that was proper protocol, folding their gloved hands on their laps as they settled. Some of the people looked normal, like humans. Several stood out from the others, such as the robust, heavy weight man with the curly white hair and gray-checkered suit. He ushered the woman Raymond had bumped into, the one with the scarf turban who called him a mortal, and who had a red stain on her skirt. The one who had turned an earwig to porcelain. Raymond shifted uncomfortably.

The last folk to enter were the most frightening. They reminded Raymond of the crows that had congregated in the grocery store parking lot that morning. They filed in as one shadowy flock. Raymond had never seen so much black. The men wore black silk suits. The women wore black straw hats with black veils. They all wore black leather gloves. One man even had a black cane and made eye contact with him just before sitting down, his black eyebrows furrowed in his pale face.

Raymond turned around quickly and held his breath, wondering if those were the cousins that spoiled his mother’s plans.

"Those are the ones!” She nudged him. “They’ll destroy your life if you ever cross them. Don't make eye contact with any of them!" She patted his knee.

Raymond spotted a red exit sign near their seats. "Why are we even here?"

Ginger snapped him a quick grimace.

"I mean why are we going to stay at grandfather's estate? From what Gerald says, it's barely livable. There's a hole in the roof, you know?" He never met his grandfather, but the thought of living in a pureblooded vampire's house gave Raymond the willies. "Why don't we just take a bus downtown, rent a house and start our lives all over? We could live like human beings."

"We've got your uncle to take care of. He needs us." Ginger looked over her shoulder again. "Here he comes now. Scoot over and make room for him."

Gerald Peadlebody was an upright sort, well dressed in his Sunday best, with enough of a mustache to cover his canine teeth. His salt and pepper hair was plastered in waves on one side of his part, the side that his smile bent toward. He walked casually down the aisle, nodding at the ladies. He'd taken one leather glove off to shake hands with the men. When he greeted the fellow with the black cane, Raymond groaned. "He doesn't actually know those people, does he?"

"Just remember your uncle lived here before you were born. He knows these sidewinders. No shame on his part. He can't help it. He's got to acknowledge them."

"He doesn't expect us to be friendly, does he?"

"What do I care what Gerald expects? We aren't here for him, or them."

"Then why are we here?"

"I told you. Your uncle needs us. He can't survive without us. Your father took care of him all his life. Now it's our turn."

"You aren't serious. We can't feed him."

"I'll find a way. I have a plan."

Whatever his mother's plan was, Raymond doubted it would work. She had never been successful getting his father to drink from a cup, regardless of what was in it. Surely, she didn't expect Uncle Gerald to fight his instincts.

"We're better off leaving the whole lot of them, Mum. Let's just get away."

Ginger straightened the crochet shawl on her shoulders as Gerald approached, and Raymond's voice vaporized into the heated room.

"Raymond! Good afternoon. Ginger!" Gerald nodded to the two and pulled his wool scarf from around his neck as he sat down, tossing it over his knee. Raymond didn't return the greeting. Their eyes met, though, and Gerald's mustache twitched.

"I see your father's looking quite the gentleman." Gerald nodded.

Raymond inched away from his uncle suddenly aware of the rising temperature in the room.

"He's not himself," Raymond responded.

Gerald snorted.

Raymond continued. "None of these rogues knew Dad much less were they a part of his life. If they're ashamed of him, why didn't they just stay home? What business do they have here?"

"They just want to make sure your father has a proper burial, Raymond." Gerald said.

"Shh," Ginger interrupted. "According to these vampires, this has to be done. When a half-blood dies he’s given a human burial. Some sort of dumb tradition to protect the species."

"Who told you that?"

"Your father. For all the things he didn't do, he did give me fair warning of what to expect if he ever passed. Told me the proper way to bury him, but what do I care about their traditions? If I had my way, I'd shine a spotlight on the whole lot of them!"

Gerald cleared his throat in protest.

Raymond peered over his shoulder again, prompting a jab in the ribs by his mother.

"Don't stare."

The last of the attendees entered and the doors were closed. The warmth of the room peaked. Raymond yawned. Soon this would be over and he and his mother could get on with their lives.

What kind of life? He wasn't sure. If he had a say, he’d be living a completely unique existence from the one he just left. Watching his home float down the muddy waters left him feeling abandoned, yet in another sense, liberated. That little rambler spinning in the current had been his life. He'd been born and raised in that house. That house was his childhood.

Not a happy one either. Mum had been his only friend. Though he'd meet neighborhood children, he could never play with them. Mum's orders, not his father's. She kept him away from all human beings. When he asked why, Mum explained it was for the neighborhood children's safety as well as his. He never inquired further, although he sensed the danger had something to do with his father.

Rockford was a scary man. Raymond never liked him. Never.

"A filthy vampire,” his mother would call him when they were alone. He couldn't remember her ever saying anything good about him. Rockford was seldom home and when he was home he spent his time in his study, or bedroom, or some secluded cubbyhole.

If Raymond bothered him, he was scolded. His father's chastising was scary. His lips would curl; his teeth would show. His eyes lit up with fire. Raymond learned not to seek him out for any kind of companionship or advice.

When Raymond learned to read, he spent time in his mother's library. He loved books and he loved learning about the world. Mum had many books, most of them were about vampires. Raymond read every one of them, spending long hours of sleepless nights turning through pages of legends, facts, and fiction regarding his bloodline. Books also became his only connection to the outside world and to humanity. In that, he and his mother shared their passion. Books taught him who he was, and why he was isolated.

The vampire books sank to the bottom of the river the day of the flood. Maybe they were in the belly of a giant catfish, still the horror written on their pages remained with Raymond.

Raymond, Gerald and Mum gathered what belongings they could find along the bank—some of their wardrobe and a few treasures Mum had salvaged and filled three tattered suitcases. His father met them on the road later with four train tickets to Cincinnati.

"We'll move in with old Benjamin Peadlebody!" he said, slapping Raymond on the back as though they were best friends. "You hear that, Son? You never met your grandpa. It's time. You're a man now. Time to get in with the big boys. See what actual vampires can do! Teach you to hunt and pounce on prey. No more listening to your mother and drinking out of a cup! Time to grow up. My dad will be the best teacher you can get!"

The thought both terrified and repulsed Raymond. He had no desire to feed on humans. He liked people. He felt a bond with people. Raymond swore he'd escape his father's scheme and now look — Providence provided his way out.

Raymond's lips curled into a smile as he stared at the body lying in the casket. Fortune had been with him on the long train ride from Louisiana to Ohio—a derailment that shook the nation. The authorities found Rockford’s body alongside the tracks near the engine, a splinter of railroad tie pinned through his heart.

Raymond was liberated!

The tabloids claimed Rockford Peadlebody caused the accident. Rumors spread that he had been a vampire. Mum took advantage of the rumors and had the press come to the funeral. That's why the cousins had Rockford's mouth sewn shut.

Even more bizarre than his father's death was the news that Benjamin Peadlebody, Raymond's grandfather, had faced a similar calamity the week before. Benjamin's fate was due to a storm, and a fallen tree, a caved-in roof, and again, a stab in the heart.

Peculiar coincidences, completely unrelated and life-changing for Raymond and his mother. In one week, Raymond attended two formal services. First, his grandfather's wake, now his father's funeral.

Hopefully, these fluke events were over and marked an end to the traumatic years of Raymond's life. He was ready for something new, something ordinary.

With Rockford dead, Uncle Gerald, was now heir to the Peadlebody estate. He had been hinting that Ginger stay with him under the custom of taking care of a brother's widow. If Raymond had his way, he'd refuse any inheritance, get a job, provide for Mum, and ditch Uncle Gerald. He could find a modest house somewhere in a quiet neighborhood far away from the Peadlebody Manor and forget the cousins he never knew.

The service started. The organ music increased in volume as Reverend Black stepped up to the podium and folded his hands. He waited for the final chorus of the hymn, Rock of Ages to blare out a musical 'amen'. After which his sermon on being thankful was long winded. Raymond grunted to himself. Being thankful seemed an appropriate theme for the occasion, one with which he could happily agree. Rockford Peadlebody was dead. Add alleluia!

Between the smell of the lilies surrounding the altar, his father's Old Spice seeping from the casket, and his uncle's cologne, Raymond's stomach rolled and begged to release its contents. When the call for eulogies finally came, Raymond stood.

Surprised that a steady line of people came forward, yet not surprised his mother remained seated, Raymond straightened his coat and nodded at Mum. She lifted her veil, her eyes popped open. Raymond met her gape with a twisted smile and instead of walking on stage like all the other phony mourners, he pivoted on his patent leather shoe and stepped out the exit.

The walk in the fresh air was exhilarating. Thirteen quick laps around the funeral home's finely manicured garden woke him up and settled his stomach. On the fourteenth round, he tired and strolled to a park bench by a rose garden, surrounded by neatly pruned shrubbery, and where he had a clear view of the chapel. There he waited until the two limousines and a hearse filed out of the driveway.

He'd meet his mother at the graveyard and walk a mile with her to the motel, gather their things and hit the road. That was his plan.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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Gerald loosened the yellow wool scarf from around his neck. Whether it was the temperature of the day and lack of air in the parlor, or his anxiety over meeting the probate lawyer, the scarf was much too warm. He eyed Ginger critically. Tacky black bobby pins pulled her red hair behind her ears and under the boxed hat with the polka dot veil—a clashing decoration to her faded house dress that had been pulled out of the mud in Louisiana. At least she washed it. He never understood what his brother saw in the woman.

A wretched being, he thought, yet if he didn't look at her he'd be forced to look in the mirrors behind her. If he did that, he'd be reminded of his condition. He'd see his reflection, knowing that if he were a real vampire, he wouldn’t. He hated being reminded of who he was not.

Gerald lowered his gaze, keeping his focus below the wainscoting. He had no desire to see how drained and pale his flesh was. The last two weeks had been exhausting and he must have lost thirty pounds. He cleared his throat and addressed Ginger. "Where's Raymond?"

"He's outside."

"Shouldn't he be in here?"

"You tell him. He's a mind of his own."

Gerald shifted restlessly on the camel back sofa and stilled when he heard a crack come from under the upholstery. He glanced anxiously at the stiff collared butler across from him.

"The furniture is in want of repair, sir. I suggest you sit over the leg." The servant nodded toward Gerald's right and so Gerald slid over, nearer the window where he could see his nephew pacing back and forth in the driveway.

Voices came from the stairwell, and then the lawyer's reflection appeared. Madison T. Ferguson's face was buried in his notebook and he stood to Gerald's left at the threshold of the parlor, forcing Gerald to look in the mirror to see him. Ferguson was not a large man. He was, in fact, thinner and shorter than Gerald. His wiriness was disguised by thick shoulder pads that held up his suit coat, and the oversized tie that covered his starched shirt. Gerald sat quietly when Ferguson made his appearance. There was no handshake, no cordial greeting.

The secretary, a young pale woman, whose dark hair was swept onto her head in a neat little hive, stood next to Ferguson. She was the epitome of fashion, with her fitted wool suit and lace gloves. She would have been more attractive if her ruby lips hadn't been twisted into a snicker. Gerald wondered what her species was, for though she paraded great beauty, the glint in her eye could have been that of an evil beast. Perhaps a sorceress of some sort. She had that sharp edge.

Observing the secretary, or more specifically the secretary's neck, marked the first time since his brother's death that Gerald's stomach growled. He had to wipe drool from the corner of his mouth with his scarf.

"Are we all here and accounted for?" Ferguson gave them the courtesy of looking up. Once.

"My son is outside." Ginger commented.

"Your son? I wasn't aware..."

"Raymond Peadlebody."

"Raymond..." Ferguson shuffled through his papers.

"My father's grandson." Gerald's irritation was taking root.

"Cottlebone, would you call him in, please? I'm not sure if he's mentioned in the Will, still it seems we should have an account of all family members." Ferguson addressed the butler put his papers back in order. “No one told me about a grandson,” he grumbled under his breath, causing Gerald to glance up.

"Yes, sir." The man named Cottlebone left the room. Gerald watched the well-built servant stroll out the door. Though his collar was buttoned to the top, the tip of a tattoo peeked out from under his chin. His head was bald and a ring adorned his left ear.

Gerald watched through the window as Raymond was summoned.

His nephew rolled his eyes and followed Cottlebone back into the house. The door slammed, footsteps sounded in the entryway, and the scent of fresh morning air followed Raymond into the room. The young man pushed past Ferguson and stopped.

"Well don't just stand there, sit down!" Gerald said. "You should have come in with the rest of us. You're holding up this parlay."

Raymond looked at the furniture, choosing the space next to Gerald. He sat down so forcefully that another sound of splitting wood underneath Gerald broke the silence.

Ginger gasped.

"Where are your wits? Move over and sit on top of the leg of the sofa!" Gerald urged him to the far side of the davenport with a wave of his hand. Once Raymond was settled, Ferguson looked up again.

"Are we ready?"

"Can we get this over with quickly?" Gerald asked, fanning himself, once with his hand and again with the edge of his scarf.

Ferguson began his discourse, a mouthful of legal jargon that took more than a patient's cry of time to deliver. Halfway through, Raymond raised his hand and, without waiting to be called on, interrupted.

"Before you get into all that, why don't you just come out and say it? Uncle Gerald is the man getting the bucks, right? Can we get to the important issues? What does he have to do now? Sign papers? What?"

Ferguson looked up from his paperwork. "Mr. Gerald Peadlebody inherits the manor. Yes, he needs to sign the papers that I laid out for him on the kitchen table. He also inherits the manor's servant, Mr. Richard Cottlebone."

Gerald's eyes widened and he and Cottlebone exchanged glances. Raymond broke the tension with a hearty laugh. "That's ludicrous. How can you inherit a servant? Slavery was abolished a century ago, or thereabouts."

"Mr. Cottlebone had an eternal agreement with Benjamin Peadlebody. His room and board continue with the estate. He's here to stay."

Raymond laughed again, holding his hand over his mouth after Ginger made a gesture that his teeth were showing.

"Raymond, stop laughing. The man needs a place to live and good heavens there must be a hundred rooms in this house." Ginger pulled up the veil from her hat, offering a cordial smile to Mr. Cottlebone. With all the mirrors in the room, Gerald wondered why she hadn't noticed her lipstick was smeared.

"Twenty-eight, is all, Mrs. Peadlebody," Cottlebone corrected.

"Cottlebone knows the manor inside out. He will be an asset to you, Gerald." Ferguson offered.

Gerald waved away any concern. "It's fine by me."

"I'm an excellent cook." Cottlebone assured him.

"Stupendous! Not that it makes much difference with my diet," Gerald said.

Ginger released an audible, "Tsk," most likely meant for Gerald only. Raymond moaned and Cottlebone winced.

Ferguson returned to his papers and thumbed through them, mumbling aloud, apparently reading. He tapped his finger on the document several times when he came to what he was looking for. "The clause concerning Benjamin's bank account. Gerald will be the heir of all of Benjamin's property, including his money."

"What's the catch?" Raymond asked.

"Catch, sir?" Ferguson grumbled.

"All of this goes to Uncle Gerald. What's the catch? What skeleton is hidden in the closet?"

"Raymond!" Ginger glared at her son.

Ferguson's face suddenly turned red. He pulled his hankie from his pocket and dabbed at his face. "I'm sorry. I don't understand what you're trying to say. Everything is in the paperwork. You're welcome to read it. If you'd like to sell, Mr. Peadlebody," For the first time Ferguson made eye contact with Gerald. "I have a cash buyer. The transaction would be swift and clean, with no effort on your part. You won’t even have to move your grandfather’s clutter. This buyer will take it all and pay you generously." Gerald sat up straight.

Raymond laughed again without showing his teeth and clapped his hands in triumph. "We'll take it!"

Gerald scowled at his nephew and the snarky attitude that emanated from him. "Nonsense. This is a perfect place for us to live. There's plenty of room for the entire family."

"What entire family?" Raymond's face paled and his eyes popped open.

"You know. The three of us."

"I'm not living here, Uncle. You can bet your bottom boots that Mum and I are hightailing it out of here as soon as this is settled. Tomorrow will be too late."

"Not so fast, Raymond," Ginger interrupted. "I never said any such thing."

"If I heard correctly the estate was willed to me,” Gerald said. “So, it's my decision what becomes of this house. We have no intentions of selling. I promised my brother that I would take care of his wife and family if anything ever happened to him."

"You're not taking care of me!" The couch bent when Raymond shifted, drawing all eyes to him. "I can take care of myself."

"You choose to disown us?" Gerald lifted his chin. He and Raymond never got along before. This was breaking the camel's back, or the camel back’s armature in any case.

"Yes. Of course! I chose to disown you and my father a long time ago. I don't want anything to do with you vamp..." Raymond bit his tongue and looked at Ferguson, the secretary, and Cottlebone. He stopped mid-sentence.

"I'll let you folks hash this over. Mr. Peadlebody, if we're done here the papers are in the kitchen. We can discuss the sale of your property later when you’re alone." He nodded nervously at Gerald, took his secretary’s arm and escorted her to the kitchen.

Gerald rose, letting the weight of the couch collapse under Raymond, who ended on the floor. Gerald paused for a moment and watched his nephew struggle to get up. He sighed and offered Raymond a hand. The young man refused his help, so Gerald turned and followed Ferguson.
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The day settled into evening, the work was done and the papers signed. Ready for a new life as a homeowner, Gerald stepped out on the porch and watched Madison Ferguson and his succulent secretary drive off in the lawyer's sports car. With Ginger and Raymond already on a trolley to gather their belongings from the hotel in the city, Gerald was left behind at the manor with only the servant and an enormous, unkempt home.

As Ferguson's car disappeared down the gravel drive, the smell of its fuel dissipated into the atmosphere, replaced by the fragrance of rose from a scanty bush growing near the steps. Sweet as the flower smelled, the bush had barely a leaf left from black spot. Its spindly branches balanced loose clusters of pink petals that fell to the ground as forlornly as autumn leaves.

Amazed that the wretched plant had any scent at all, Gerald breathed a frustrated sigh. The Peadlebody estate direly needed workers, including a gardener.

From the looks of the grounds, Cottlebone was obviously inept at outside chores. Raymond wasn't going to cooperate, so Gerald would have to hire a landscaper once his finances were in order.

Upkeep of the manor was just one of the many issues he'd have to manage now that his brother and Benjamin Peadlebody were gone. The idea of overseeing something as huge as his father's home frightened him. What an overwhelming task! Gerald never had lived up to his father's expectations. To fail in caring for the estate would be to fail at life! What if he squandered the money, or somehow bungled the renovation of the home?

With a heavy heart, Gerald turned and faced the door of the manor. Memories immobilized him as his fingers grasped the cold brass knob. His image danced and divided through the red and blue glass of the door window. An image that today was a middle-aged man, but had once been young, Raymond's age. Not that many years ago, twenty-one to be exact, and his numbers were always exact.

Rockford had convinced Gerald to leave, and it hadn't been a hard sell. Gerald was not his father's favorite son by any means. He could still hear the disgruntled sire calling out to Rockford.

"Teach him to hunt while you're in the bayou Rockford, my boy! Make an honest vampire out of him."

Gerald never learned. He never pleased his father. Still, he would have liked to have seen the old fellow before he was set in the ground to apologize for being so inadequate.

That there were very few details about Benjamin's death kept Gerald uneasy. The lawyer had mentioned something about a storm, a fallen tree, and a hole in the roof. Gerald inquired for additional information from the law office, but no one seemed to have any, or else they were keeping it secret. Though legend told that vampires dissolve into thin air rather than die bodily, it still would have been satisfying to
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