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To All the Quilters out there who wonder
where their quilts will end up. To relatives and close friends to
be loved or sent to the local thrift shop? The quilt that graces
this cover was made by my great-aunt, Grace Burnham, who died long
before I was thought of. She would have made this in the 1930’s or
‘40’s never dreaming that her great-niece would someday come to
treasure it. Nobody else in my family quilts. You never know where
your handiwork will end up. Personally, I’m hoping one of my many
quilts makes it to Mars or beyond.



Author’s Note: Characters from Book
1


Phoenix Sebastian: psychic, quilter

Gil: Phoenix’s husband

Brad Storm: police detective, close friend
of Phoenix’s

Rand Montano: police Lieutenant, Phoenix’s
lover

Brawley, Brandia, Ryland & Zara (Sara):
Phoenix’s kids



Chapter 1

He took a long drag on his cigar, held it,
rolled his tongue and then blew it out. He shook his head. He could
not make a decent smoke ring! Secluded in a beautiful wooded area
of Michigan he was lost deep in thought.

How good a psychic was Phoenix? Did she
suspect? He’d hate to kill her but she didn’t strike him as the
type to be intimidated with threats. Hmmm, guess that would depend
on how fond she was of him. He chuckled at his private joke knowing
full well how she felt about him.

No . . . no, she didn’t know anything.
Wouldn’t she already have said something? Or at least hinted that
she suspected him? Or suspected someone? Anyone? Come on, the woman
can’t keep her mouth shut. She’d have said something, surely, by
now.

And what could she prove? Pressing her
fingers to her temples and declaring, “I have a feeling . . .” was
not proof. A lot of people didn’t believe her anyway.

He took another drag of the cigar and
examined it. Yes, the ring he had placed on it was getting nice and
hot. Just a few more minutes.

Once again, he fingered the tin box of
matches in his pocket. Box #2 actually. A match saved for each
successful encounter.

He put on a glove, pulled the hot ring off
the cigar, kneeled down and pressed it firmly onto the cheek of his
latest victim. Her eyes, just a few moments ago so intent on him,
now . . . staring off into the distance, vacant.

He smiled—job well done—and went back to his
car.

 


* * *

 


Phoenix had planned on quilting but instead
found herself just sitting in her chair and staring at the sewing
machine. How had she gotten into such a mess? And what was she
going to do about it? As if there was anything she could do. She
knew well enough, affairs only ended in disaster and so far,
disaster seemed to be aimed at her. She suddenly heard the front
door slam. She frowned. The kids were gone and she wasn’t expecting
anybody. She had tried keeping her door locked like Rand kept
telling her but the only person she ever locked out was herself.
Well, speak of the devil. She knew that footstep. Her dear
husband, Gil. She could hear him go upstairs to his room. He hadn’t
bothered calling out her name or even look for her. He was probably
hurrying to call his various girlfriends on his phone. And she was
worried about him asking for a divorce if he ever found out about
her affair with Rand? Didn’t she have any rights? It was almost an
hour later she heard him come back down the stairs.

“Phoenix,” he yelled.

“In here.”

He popped his head into the room. “So, here
you are. I’ve been looking for you.”

“You’ve been looking for me in your bedroom
for the last hour? I didn’t realize it was so spacious you thought
I was lost in it.”

“Cute,” he fleered. “So, what’s up with
you?”

“Well, I’ve finally bedded all the police
officers and now I’m taking on the fire department.”

He leaned against the door jam. “Oh, any
takers?”

They stared at each other.

“Ever find out who was using my credit
card?” she finally asked.

He laughed. “Now, what would you do if I
seriously looked into that?”

“You mean you didn’t? Gil! I did not charge
even one thousand dollars. Why is it you won’t believe me?”
Gil had his accountant handle all of his finances. He had gleefully
handed Phoenix pages of credit card receipts hoping to watch her
beg not to take her credit cards away. Instead, except for three
days when she and her police officer boyfriend Rand had gone up
north for a ‘wild’ weekend, she had insisted the majority of
charges weren’t hers.

“No evidence to support your theory.”
Great! She could never accuse their two oldest children,
Brandia and Brawley, but Gil could have.

Gil looked around the room. They hadn’t
talked in days and he hadn’t been home in as many, seeing as how he
had his own place in the city closer to work. Neither one of them
could think of anything to say.

“Well,” he pushed himself off the door jam,
“guess I’d better get going. See ya later.”

She listened to the quiet settle in the
house. He didn’t care. He’d never cared . . . about her . . . the
kids . . . anything. How many times had her best friend Sue, her
parents – everybody – told her to forget him? But she was a
psychic. Couldn’t she see better than anyone what a perfect
marriage they would have together? She thought over the years of
all the things that she had done to try to please him. He’d never
once noticed. I have never spent a dime of that man’s money that
I couldn’t justify. And now he thinks I just frivolously spent a
couple thousand? Well . . . I’ll show him.

She ran through the kitchen to her bedroom
and flung the closet door open wide. She looked around. Probably
the most expensive item she had in here was a long sequined gown
she had worn to one of Gil’s office parties. Cost: $25.00 from the
half off rack at the second-hand store. Most everything else came
from garage sales, and friend’s hand-me-downs. She never bought
anything that wasn’t a deal. She was picky, though, always wanting
to be well dressed. She actually enjoyed seeing what kind of deal
she could get next. “This old thing? Bag day at the local thrift
shop. I packed so many things in that bag I don’t think this even
cost me a dime.”

Getting deals was fun. She had actually been
proud of how good she looked for such an inexpensive price. So how
much more fun was it going to be to buy whatever she wanted at the
fancy stores? Full price. And how much better looking?

The phone rang. “Hello? . . . Mother, have
you tried using the bus pass?” This, after she listened for ten
minutes as the woman blathered on about her daughter’s neglect of
her. Phoenix contemplated why her ESP never seemed to tell her when
her mother was calling. Harriet, a well over-sized and
mean-spirited woman, lived to inconvenience Phoenix and her
dad.

No, she was never using the bus pass.
Phoenix needed to get over herself and come help out her mother.
NOW.

“No mother, I’m not coming over. I’m busy.
Good-bye.” She forced herself to hang up as she heard her mother
yell. Now there was guilt. Hanging up on your mother. A decent
daughter didn’t do that. A decent daughter would have taken her
mother to where she wanted to go today. Well, according to her
I’ve never been decent so why start now? Back to the
bedroom.

She bagged it up. All of it. She emptied out
her closet and dresser. Even her favorite things went. She wouldn’t
be wearing the cheap stuff anymore after today. She grabbed her
keys out of her purse and made six trips to the van as the Mustang
would not hold everything. She drove up to the local thrift shop
(where she was quite well known) and gleefully tossed the bags at
them, “Enjoy!”

She drove to the mall and started to get
out. Where was her purse? Oh my God! My purse! I gave it to the
local thrift shop! You dummy! She drove like a maniac back to
the store and went through everything. The back room, the front of
the store, their trash, everywhere and came dangerously close to
accusing one of the employees of stealing it. Well, hell! That
shoots my day! Oh, son of a bitch! I’ve got nothing to wear!
She really let them have it as she walked out the door: verbally
and a quick finger gesture.

She drove slowly home. She could probably
borrow money from her close friends, Sue or Brad but they’d only
give her a rough time. Rand would be easy, of course. I need to
go to the bank to tell them what happened, probably should call
Brad and file a report. I could get money while I’m at the bank –
wait! My credit card! I never had that in the purse! I took it out
and hid it in my writing desk! I’ll file a report later! I’m saved!
Mall, here I come!

She got home, found the card and as she was
walking back out the door, chanced to look down. Oh . . . there was
her purse. Right where she always kept it. She’d taken the keys out
to load up the van and had forgotten to take it with her. Reminder:
make a big money donation to the local thrift shop.

She flew out of the house only to stop dead.
Brawley’s motorcycle. Oh, that kid! How many times had she
told him to not leave the keys in the ignition! She worried that
her younger son Ryland and his friends might get some ideas about
going for a ride on it although it was much too big and heavy for
them. One of these days somebody is going to steal that bike
right out from under that kid’s nose! Suddenly, Phoenix smiled.
She walked back in the house, found her daughter Zara’s fanny pack,
dumped the crayons and markers out of it, stuffed it only with
essentials and snapped it on. She fitted Brawley’s helmet on her
head (that I paid for!) and made her way out to the
motorcycle. Thank you, brother dear, for teaching me how to
drive. With the weights she lifted at the gym, she had no
problem with the big bike and flew off down the driveway. Wow!
This is fun! She had forgotten how exhilarating this was. She
drove up to Sue’s decorating store and blew the horn until Sue made
an appearance at the window. Phoenix waved and sped off as she saw
Sue mouth, “Oh, my gosh!” As Phoenix cut off two lanes of traffic,
Sue wondered if she should call Brad at the police station – or any
policeman for that matter.

She took the long way to the mall it was so
much fun. Maybe she should buy herself a Harley? Wouldn’t Brawley
be jealous then? Oh! And the look on Gil’s face when he got the
charge!

She parked where she always did and stuffed
the helmet in a locker. She smiled. The stores all looked new to
her seeing as how price was no longer a factor. She immediately
walked to the one store she had always passed up. Even the clothes
on sale had been more than she had been willing to spend but she
had always drooled in the window. She found a knock-out sweater for
$120. Are you kidding me? Do you know how many bags I
could buy at the local thrift shop for that? Yes! One hundred
twenty. She started to put it back. Stop. This is a new day.
Take the sweater. Enjoy the sweater.

She turned to the sales girl. “What do you
have that goes with this?”

“Everything. Blouses, skirts, pants,
jackets, you name it. What would you like?”

“One of each, please.”

She was happy with her purchases until it
came time to pay. Either Gil had taken her name off or hadn’t paid
the bill. Whatever the reason her card was denied. Fortunately,
they would take a check. She had several.

She walked out, loaded down, but with her
fury, it was a pretty light load. She shopped all morning, had an
expensive lunch and shopped some more. She bought something for the
kids, for Sue, for Brad, for her neighbor Eleanor, for Rand and her
dad. Gee, this is fun.

She finally decided it was time to go home.
She emptied out the first of seven lockers and headed out to the
parking lot. Hmm, she frowned. Where was her car? She wandered some
more. Oh, come on. I always park in the same place. It has to be
here. She swore several oaths. How many times had Brad and Rand
warned her to lock up her vehicles? They would get stolen or in
Rand’s case, with his southern drawl: ‘Lord, someone’s gonna swing
with that jalopy.’ Son of a bitch, I don’t believe this!

She lugged all her packages back inside and
sat down. She stared at her large cell phone taking up most of the
fanny pack. Who was she going to call? Nobody was going to be
sympathetic. Brad? That way she could make a police report at the
same time and kill two birds with one stone.

She punched in her long-time friend and
police detective Brad’s home phone number first hoping he was
there. She really didn’t want to call him at the police station.
“Oh, thank God, Bradford! You won’t believe the day I’ve had! I’m
miserable! I’ve had a perfectly horrid day! Gil stopped over, my
mother called, I lost my purse —”

“Did you report it yet?”

“I found it, you twirling twit! If
you’d just shut up and let me talk!” she yelled and then went back
to moaning, “and then I had trouble with my charge card. Gil will
not look into someone charging on my card!”

“Somebody’s charging on your card?”

“Brad!” she warned.

He sighed. “Continue.”

“And now I’m stuck at the mall! Could you
please come and get me?”

“Why are you stuck at the mall? How’d you
get there to begin with?”

In a tiny voice, she mumbled something.

“Well, I can’t understand you,” he said, “so
just answer me this. Did you drive to the mall today?”

“Yes.”

“Did you lock your car?”

Silence.

“So . . . would you like me to call in and
report your nice little sports car is stolen and then come get
you?”

“It was the caravan . . . if you would,
please.”

“My God, how long have you been here?” he
asked upon arriving at their designated spot.

“Hey honey, y’ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” She
marched down to the lockers and held out a fistful of keys.

He whistled. “You’ve gotta be kidding’ me.
This isn’t like you.” The first locker was so stuffed, most of it
fell out when she opened the door.

“It is now. Wait ‘til you see what I bought
you.”

“You bought me something? What?”

They made one trip out to his car and went
back for the rest of the stuff. She handed him a locker key as she
emptied out another one.

She heard Brad give an exclamation of
surprise and then, “I forgot to tell you, when I called the
station, they told me Brawley called earlier in the day to report
his motorcycle stolen. I think I found my first clue.”

Slowly, she stood up from the locker that
was down near the floor. Eyes wide, she turned to see Brad holding
Brawley’s helmet. Her hand flew to her mouth. “I forgot. I’m so
used to driving my car. I completely forgot. I’m sorry!” when she
saw the look on his face. “Look at it this way,” she started
laughing, “I needed you to haul all this stuff home because I
couldn’t get it all on the bike. See, your coming down here wasn’t
a waste at all. Wait ‘til you see what I bought you.”

“Might I assume from this that your van is
at home?”

“Well . . . yeah.”

If Brad worried about her driving in her
sports car, he was beside himself watching her on the bike. In
fact, with her weaving in and out she soon left him behind.

She was sitting on the porch when he drove
up. “Do you have a motorcycle license?” he hollered as he jumped
out.

“I’ve got a driver’s license.”

Brad chewed her out while she grabbed her
packages. “What is your problem?” she asked him.

“You’re going to get yourself killed!”

She looked at him. “Who would care?”

“I would! I’d get stuck taking care of the
kids!”

She laughed and headed for the house.

“Phoenix,” he grabbed her arm to stop her,
“granted, Gil probably wouldn’t care but the rest of us would. I
don’t know what happened today but you have a lot of friends.
Please, don’t do something stupid.”

“I just bought a couple thousand dollars
worth of clothes. I don’t plan on dying soon.”

“Good. Don’t plan on buying a motorcycle
either because I will make sure you never receive a license to ride
it.”

“Deal.” She merrily hummed as she dumped the
rest of the bags in the house. “It’s Christmas!” she called through
the house. “Come and get it!”

The kids ransacked everything in two minutes
flat. “Thanks, Mom!” they all yelled and ran off in different
directions. Gee, that was fun. She smiled. Looking back,
she’d had a good day. A very good day. And Brad was right. She did
have friends. Any number of people she could call on if she ever
had to. The bike ride had been fun. The fancy lunch was great. She
loved all her new clothes.

“Mom, you’ve got a phone message on the
answering machine,” said Brandia, parading around in her new
leather jacket. She had bugged Phoenix for years for one but if it
wasn’t at the thrift shop, she was never going to get it unless she
bought it herself. “I love it. Thanks. How does it look?”

“Like a million bucks,” Phoenix smiled and
walked away, heading toward the phone. She should have done this
years ago. They had money. Why was she always pretending they
didn’t? This day had been an eye opener as she recalled standing up
to her mother, once again. She now felt confident that from now on
she wouldn’t be canceling on people just because her mother called.
Oh, it felt good to know she was finally going to be responsible
enough to show up when she said she would.

She punched the message button. “Hello
Phoenix, this is Gwen. Remember me from the garden club? The
members took a vote today and I’m at least doing you the courtesy
of calling you to say that I’m the new president. Thanks for
helping out.”



Chapter 2

“Lieutenant! Lieutenant!” Rand turned to see
Brandy running toward him, hugging her books close to her chest.
She was out of breath when she finally got to him.

He smiled. “What are ya doin’ up town?”

Between gasps, she told him she and her
girlfriends had just gotten out of school for the day and had
gotten a ride with friends. They were headed into their favorite
hangout to order food when she saw him. They all knew what to order
for her anyway. “I just wanted to thank you,” she finally got
out.

“Fer . . .?”

“You know, finding Frances’s dad. The court
says he’s got to pay back alimony and child support from when he
left and having it taken right out of his paycheck is great. You
just don’t know how much this has helped out Frances and her
family. Thank you.”

“Ah don’t know what yore talkin’ ‘bout,” he
grinned.

“Uh-huh. A week after I tell you Frances’s
story, a private detective shows up on their doorstep with all the
information Frances’s mom needs and says he’s already been paid and
won’t give a name. I hear ya. I haven’t told them it was you but
they sure do want to thank somebody so . . . thank you.”

“Now why would ah do somethin’ like that?
Ah’ve never met Frances or ‘er family.”

“Because you’re just that kind of guy,
Lieutenant,” she beamed. “See ya.”

He watched her hurry back down the street.
As she disappeared inside the restaurant he turned, smiled and
thought that when he got home, he’d light up a cigar.

 


* * *

 


“I’m coming! I’m coming!” yelled Phoenix,
responding to the furious pounding on her front door. She barely
had it unlocked when Sue charged in.

“When have you started locking your doors?”
she accused.

“Just recently. Brad and Rand are always –
what’s the matter?” Phoenix gave her a once over. Business woman
and owner of the decorating shop in town, Sue was usually
immaculately dressed. Today she looked like she’d stumbled out of
bed, grabbed whatever clothes were handy and driven over with the
top down.

Sue extended her arms wide and then let them
drop to her side. “He left,” she headed for the kitchen. “Got any
coffee made?”

Phoenix stood there for a moment and slowly
followed. “What are you saying?” By the time she got to the
kitchen, Sue was pouring herself a cup and then started going
through the cupboards.

“Don’t you have anything good to eat?”

“Sue, what happened?”

“Nothing. Do you remember those luscious
gooey brownies you made when Teddy broke my heart back in eighth
grade? Teddy, gad, there was a name you hated. ‘No good will ever
come from a guy named Teddeeee, it’s ‘eeee’ ending you know. At
least call him Ted.’ Which he hated. Funny, you didn’t mention
anything like that when I married Jack.”

“I think you and Jack are great
together.”

“Yeah? Funny. So did I. Tell me something.
If the Lieutenant’s name had been Randy, would you have looked
twice at him?”

“He’s good-looking enough to look twice at,
yeah. And then I would have changed his name to Rand.”

“Now Brad. There’s not much you can do with
that name. Braddy doesn’t fit so he was never going to be an ‘e’
ending name. Of course, there’s Brad-ley but that’s not quite the
same, is it? Besides it’s too close to Braw-ley. What do you call
Brad privately?”

All this time Sue had been yanking from the
cupboard sugar, flour, baking soda; anything she thought should
make up something gooey and chocolaty. When she got the eggs out,
Phoenix grabbed them from her before she slammed them on the
counter like she had everything else. “I’ll make you some brownies.
Just . . . tell me what happened.”

“Do you know that everybody in town knows
about you and Rand?”

“And what exactly do they know?”

“Oh, come on. You spend so much time over at
his place and that weekend . . . you’ve got to be sleeping with
him.”

“You spend quite a bit of time over there
yourself, Sue, doing all that redecorating that you do. Tell me
about Jack.”

“Oh, my God. You don’t suppose that’s why he
walked out, do you? I mean why didn’t he accuse me or something?
I’ve never done anything with Rand. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, Sue, I do, however . . . what did Jack
say?”

“Nothing! That’s the thing! We never had a
discussion! He just left!”

Phoenix shook her head. She couldn’t believe
it. “Oh, come on. You misunderstood him.” She bit her lip thinking
about Paige Doerr. She had met Paige at a quilting class. The young
woman had something to tell Sue about herself and Jack, she had
said. “I’ve always liked Jack—”

“Liked Jack? I’ve loved him! For
seventeen years I’ve given everything to him! Seventeen years that
now means nothing!” Sue dissolved. Hands to her face she burst into
tears and sank to the floor. “He just up and left me! What am I
going to say to the kids when they come home?”

“I can’t believe that he means to up and
leave you and the kids.” Good old reliable, dependable, predictable
Jack. “What exactly did he say?”

Sue sobbed heavily for a few more minutes.
And then finally, “Nothing. At least, nothing much. All four of us
went up north for the weekend to our cabin. I thought things were
fine. We all had a great time! And then this morning . . . we saw
the kids off to school and . . .” she blew her nose, cried and then
continued, “and then . . . and then he said, ‘I’m sorry Sue, I
can’t do this anymore.’ He picked up his jacket and a suitcase and
walked out. When in hell did he have time to pack a suitcase?” She
started laughing maniacally. “I guess he never unpacked from up
north, huh? He can’t do what anymore? See me? Talk to me? Sleep
with me? Share a house with me? Take care of our kids? Drive a car?
Go to work? What? What can’t he do?” she screamed.

Phoenix stared at her. This should be me.
Gil should have walked out on me years ago and this is exactly how
I would have reacted. Makes me wonder why he hasn’t left. I can’t
believe this about Jack. Not Jack. He’s just not the type. And yet
. . . there is Paige Doerr. Has Jack finally left his family for
that young thing? I thought he was just going through a phase. A
mid-life crisis that would pass.

“Are you going to make the brownies or not?”
sniffed Sue.

Phoenix nodded. “Ah, yeah, okay.”

Sue chuckled. “Remember how you kept yelling
they were still hot and we ate them right out of the pan with our
bare hands? Just scooped it out. That was fun.”

“Yeah, burnt fingers, burnt mouth and I
never got the chocolate stains out of my clothes after you threw
up,” Phoenix said dryly.

“But I felt so much better afterwards. It
was kind of a cleansing experience, ya know. Hey! We forgot about
Teddy after that.”

Sue sat on the floor and babbled on while
Phoenix made the brownies, threw them in the oven and disappeared.
Sue started crying again. “Everybody is leaving me!”

When next Phoenix came through the swinging
door, she had an armload of various bottles and a book. “Gil’s
never here long enough to drink this stuff; it’s just going to
waste. We’re adults now. Let’s have ourselves a drink with our
brownies.”

Sue sat for several seconds and then burst
out laughing. “We’re adults now so we can drink and you have to
have a book to make one?”

“I never drink – well, rarely. I don’t know
how to make a drink, do you?”

“Just throw everything together.”

“Ya think?” The two of them sat on the floor
next to the oven mixing their drinks until it tasted what they
called ‘smooth.’ At least this time around, they waited until the
brownies cooled enough not to burn themselves. They looked at each
other and at the same time, scooped out a brownie with their bare
hands.

“Have you ever chugged?” asked Phoenix.

“Chugged?” Sue stared at her. “Ya mean a
drink?”

“Yeah.”

“Sure, when I was in college. I went out
drinking almost every weekend.”

“I never got to chug. Just think of all the
stuff I missed out on. Show me how.”

“How to chug?”

“Yeah.”

“Well . . . there’s not much to it.” Sue
lifted her glass to her mouth and finished it off.

“I can do that.”

Two hours later, when the phone rang,
Phoenix dragged herself along the floor, grabbed the cord and gave
it a yank. The phone hit the floor and bounced several times. “I
wonder if that’s my mother,” she and Sue laughed uproariously.

“I’m busy, I can’t come out and play today,”
she slurred.

“If it’s Jack, tell the bastard I’m not
here!” shouted Sue into the phone.

“She’s not here and neither am I.”

“Who is it?” asked Sue.

“I think it’s an obscene phone call.”

“Really? What’d they say?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? It must be Jack! He said nothing
that made any sense! Give me the phone!” Sue tackled Phoenix, who
was more than willing to give up the phone. “Hello? You son of a
bitch! Come face me! You coward! Face me like a man, you bastard!”
Sue paused. “Okay.” She calmed down and shook Phoenix. “Wake up.
Can I go to jail for swearing at a cop?”

“I don’t know, ask him.”

“Are you going to take me to jail?”

“He’s got some nerve taking you to jail
after making an obscene phone call.”

“That’s right!” said Sue. “I’m not going so
easy! Here! Take this! Don’t give him my name!”

“Who is it?”

“It’s Rick. Sue’s not here!” she yelled into
the phone before handing it to Phoenix.

“Ricky-poo, how are you?” cooed Phoenix. She
started laughing. “Yes, this is Phoenix. What do you want?” She
laughed some more. “I couldn’t possibly drive to the station right
now. I’m eating brownies. But you just give me time and honey, I
will be more than happy to come down and fondle your goods.”

 


* * *

 


Brad had to walk back after seeing Rick’s
face. “Did you call Phoenix?”

The man was scarlet. “Ah . . . yeah.”

“Is she coming down?”

“Ah . . . I don’t think so.”

“Did you tell her you wanted her to come
down and do a ‘reading’ on some of this stuff that came in?”

“Yeah.”

Brad was afraid to ask. He knew Phoenix
didn’t like Rick. She must have really blasted him. He had never
seen the poor guy so red. He was going to have to speak to her . .
. again. “I’m sorry if Phoenix said anything —”

“Oh, she was pleasant.”

“Pleasant?”

Rick looked around and lowered his voice so
that Brad had to bend down. “I think she was drunk, she and Sue –
or high. She did mention eating brownies.”

“What? Phoenix doesn’t drink and she most
certainly doesn’t do drugs. You know that. I have seen Sue have a
couple of drinks when we’ve been at parties together but I have
never seen her drunk. It’s the middle of the day – not even. It’s
not even noon yet.”

“Yeah . . . I know.”

“Well, what’d she say?”

“I can’t repeat it,” Rick got up hastily and
walked off.

And she was pleasant?



Chapter 3

Phoenix sobered up enough to take care of
Sue all day, which included getting Sue’s kids from school and
bringing them back to her house. Sue pleaded a migraine and
disappeared into Phoenix’s bedroom. When they finally left late in
the evening, Phoenix was as drained as her best friend. Jack never
called and Sue still didn’t know what she’d say to the kids.

Phoenix still felt sapped the next day and
all she wanted to do was see Rand. She hadn’t spoken to him or
heard from him since the night she’d walked out. She missed him.
She just needed to be with him. She didn’t know if he’d be at his
house that he was completely renovating or not but, if he wasn’t,
she’d work on the garden a little bit and leave him a note. She
smiled as she saw his truck parked in the driveway. She smiled
further as she let herself in and found a vase full of flowers in
the kitchen. She wouldn’t have thought that he would bother to cut
any with her gone but obviously he was thinking of her. She
hollered to him and got a response from the back of the house.

She saw him as she came down the hallway. He
glanced up and nodded to her and went back to spackling. Well.
Guess he was a little miffed at her for walking out.

“Hi.”

He turned slightly and nodded. “Hi.”

“Hi,” a voice behind her said.

Phoenix whipped around. “Becky!”

Becky was one of two policewomen on the
police force. She burst out laughing seeing the stunned look on
Phoenix’s face. “I have never heard you call me anything other than
Rebecca.” Phoenix loved to change people’s names. Especially their
nickname to their proper name.

“I, well, I . . . am surprised to see you
here, that’s all.”

Becky laughed some more. “Rand’s teaching me
the finer art of fixing up an old house. Have you seen all the
stuff he’s done to this place?”

“Yes.” She tried to unclench her jaw.

“Remember that house you and I went to look
at last year – right on the corner of Elmwood and Culver?”

“The cute little stone house?”

“Yeah. I bought it.”

“What? Mike let you?”

“Boy, you’re having a bad name day—not
Michael? I divorced the son of a bitch.”

Phoenix glanced over at Rand who had his
back to both of them. “I see,” she said slowly. Yes, I see it
all now. No wonder you never called me after I left.

Becky prattled on about the house—which Rand
had walked through with her and helped to get the price down. Now
she was helping Rand in his house, learning the ropes, and he in
turn would help her and her teenage son get the new house in
order.

“What are friends for?” Phoenix smiled, but
silently seethed.

Would Phoenix maybe be willing to part with
some of her flowers? Sure. And maybe get Sue to come look at her
place to give her a few decorative ideas? No problem. Phoenix dug
her nails into the palms of her hands.

“I . . . really need to get going. See you
both later.” Neither bothered to ask why she had suddenly shown
up.

As she walked down the hallway, she heard
Rebecca say, “The more I think about it Rand I’d rather go to the
show first and then have a late dinner.”

“Okay, whatever.”

She sailed through the kitchen and stopped.
The flowers. Rand hadn’t cut those, Rebecca had. For a moment, she
wanted to take her hand and send the whole vase galley-west.
Rebecca had cut her flowers and Rand had let her. Once
outside, she looked around. Where was Rebecca’s car? She hadn’t
noticed it when she came in. Nope, it wasn’t here. The little tramp
had spent the night.

 


* * *

 


At three in the morning, she had one of her
worst nightmares. She was glued to her bed and couldn’t move.
Whatever she did, she was stuck. She struggled and twisted, but
nothing helped. Her mouth felt funny. She tried to touch her mouth,
but her hand was stuck to the bed. Why couldn’t she move? Had she
had a stroke? Was she paralyzed? What was the pressure on her
mouth? She came awake grateful that she was leaving the horrible
dream behind only to find it was true. The sheets were pulled tight
across her chest holding her down and the pressure on her lips –
someone had their hand over her mouth. She twisted frantically only
to feel the weight of someone’s body lay down on top of her.
No! How many times had Rand told her to lock the door at
night? She tried biting, screaming, anything. She didn’t want the
kids to find her raped, her throat slashed – what about the kids?
She had to get out of this! But she was stuck like a fly in a
spider web. This was never supposed to be my fate! Not that
she actually knew what her fate was but this was not it!

She braced herself and flinched as she felt
a cheek brush against hers and felt a mouth next to her ear. “Is
this what it’s gonna take to git ya to lock yore doors at nig’t?”
The southern drawl was unmistakable. Rand? Rand? RAND! She’d
kill him! He chuckled as she struggled some more. “Darlin’, ah
don’t know where ya think yore goin’.”

It was too dark in the room to see him but
she glared just the same. “Are ya gonna behave?” he asked. When he
got no response, he slowly took his hand partway off her mouth and
waited.

“I will scream if you don’t get off me this
minute!” she hissed.

“And when someone arrives, they’ll find a
cop already on duty,” he chuckled.

“You weigh too much. Get off!”

“You’ve never complained ‘afore.” Although
he slid off, he kept the sheet tight across her.

“Let me up!” she demanded.

“Not ‘til you’ve ‘eard me out.”

“I am not listening to you anymore, you son
of a bitch. Get out of my house!”

“Ah want to explain ‘bout Becky.”

“Believe me, there is nothing to
explain!”

“Yes, there is. Ah could see those wheels
whirlin’ in yore brain this afternoon —”

“You had your back to me the whole time, you
coward!”

“Call it a sidekick thin’ then —”

“Psychic! God, when are you going to learn
to speak English?”

“There is nothin’ goin’ on ‘tween the two of
us.”

“Well, I figured that out when I left your
house and you never came after me.”

“Ah mean ‘tween Becky and me. Ah have stayed
away from ya fer a different reason.”

“Let me guess. You don’t care anymore or you
never cared?”

“Phoenix, ah don’t mean to be rude but shut
up and let me talk. Ah only have a few minutes.”

She glared up at the ceiling and opened her
mouth to speak when he said sharply, “Phoenix!” She closed it.

“Ever’thin’ Becky told ya was true. She did
git a divorce. Ah don’t think ah have to tell ya why. Her husband
was really somethin’ from jus’ the little ah know ‘bout ‘im. She
knew nothin’ ‘bout buyin’ a house. She had looked at that stone
house with you, it was still on the market, obviously somethin’ was
wrong with it. She asked me to look at it fer her since ah know a
little somethin’ ‘bout old houses. Believe me, she’s probably gonna
regret she ever bought the place. She’s got ‘er work cut out fer
her but ah told her ah’d help her and ah intend to.”

“And you’ve been helping her in every
department, haven’t you?”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“I couldn’t find her car there this
morning.”

“Ahh. So, the obvious and only answer is:
she spent the nig’t.”

“Yes, that is the answer I came up
with.”

“Wrong ag’in. Ah am helpin’ her with the
house, Rick is helpin’ her with the cars. So ya cain call and ask
him tomorro’ if ah’m lyin’ to ya or not. Becky and Mike had one
good car ‘tween ‘em and Mike had five beat up ones he was workin’
on scattered all over the yard. Becky ended up with the good car in
the divorce settlement and so Mike jus’ took it, stole it. Nobody
knows where he’s at and she and her son Dale both need wheels.
Rick’s good with cars. He went over there and he and Dale got one
to run fair enough to get it to the shop. Rick knew it needed a
whole lot of work done on it but he didn’t have the time to deal
with it so it’s bein’ worked on now while Dale and Rick are
tinkerin’ with a second one. Ah picked ‘er up this mornin’ and
brought her back to ma house to have her help with the spacklin’ so
she could git some experience and also because she offered. Ah cain
use all the help ah cain git. She moves into her place in another
week and ah will probably be spendin’ quite a bit of time over
there showin’ her and Dale what to do. But there is nothin’ else
goin’ on ‘tween us.”

“Oh Phoenix, I’ll always be true to you,”
she said in a falsetto voice, “there’s no one for me but you –
Becky want to go to dinner and the show?”

He sighed. “Ah could have wrung ‘er neck
when she said that.”

“I bet you could have.”

“Not cuz it meant anythin’ but cuz you’d
think it did.”

“Excuse me. When was the last time you took
me out to dinner and to the show? Oh sure, you ran me up north for
a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am weekend but I haven’t rated for anything
else in a long time, have I?”

“Well, this brings me to why ya haven’t
heard from me. Phoenix, what’s gonna happen to ya if Gil finds out
‘bout the two of us?”

“I don’t know, I don’t care.”

“Well, ah do care. Which is exactly why ah
have never taken ya out. People talk. Ah don’t want Gil demanding a
divorce cuz yore seein’ me. Ya could lose a lot.”

“My God, do you have any idea how much he
has run around on me? Probably from day one.”

“Cain ya prove any of it?”

“Well . . . no . . . maybe . . . I don’t
know.”

“He’d be able to prove this if ah took ya
out and ‘bout and people saw us —”

“Ya know, Rand, I hear that there are other
towns around that have theaters and restaurants in them.”

“What would ya tell yore kids that we were
doin’?”

“They’re used to me hanging out with Brad. I
doubt they would think anything was odd about me hanging out with
you. Besides, they never see Gil. It’s not like they’d run to him
and tell him. Nor would anybody else around here for that matter.
No, you go and have yourself a good time with Rebecca. She’s free.
Funny she hasn’t divorced Michael in all these years, until you
came along.”

He ran a hand along his forehead and sighed.
“Yore wrong. Ah am not inter’sted in Becky and she’s not inter’sted
in me. The woman is a man-basher and perfectly capable of takin’
care of ‘erself, which she plans to do. She cain’t wait ‘til Dale
is out of the house so she cain be alone. Livin’ with Mike all
these years has taught her one thin’: she doesn’t want a man in ‘er
life. No. The person that she really envies is you.”

“Yeah, right.”

He nodded. “She thinks you have it made. Ya
have a husband that financially supports ya but doesn’t demand
anythin’ from ya. And also, you and Brad have the perfect
relationship. Companionship without the hassle. Ah think she is
hopin’ ah’ll turn out to be the same way with ‘er. Someone to call
to go to the movies with when she feels like it, someone to call
when ‘er car breaks down but no demands, no commitment.”

“Well, since you’ve already informed me that
you plan to never marry, I guess you do fit the bill for her. So
where does that leave me?”

“Ah care enough ‘bout ya Phoenix not to be
datin’ ya.”

She looked at him and said slowly. “I see. I
have no husband to speak of and now you’re not going to come
around. Ya know what, Rand? Someday these kids are going to grow up
and move away and I’m going to be all by my lonesome. Ya know what
else? The prospect scares me. I never planned on ending up alone,”
her voice broke and Rand reached out a hand to her face. She
slapped it away after wiggling her hand out from under the covers.
“But at least you’ll have Rebecca.”

He stood up. “Ah guess that’s the difference
‘etween us. Ah do plan on spendin’ ma life alone.” He moved toward
the door. “Ah’ll call ya in a few days when you’ve had time to cool
down.”

“Are you sleeping with her?”

He turned slowly and stared at her. Her
heart was in her throat. “What earthly reason would ah have fer
sleepin’ with ‘er?” She let out a quiet sigh of relief. “Ah made it
a rule years ago never to date a co-worker. Especially one ma life
may depend on. That’s all ah need is to have somebody mad at me
when the bullets are flyin’ fer some stupid remark ah did or did
not say. Ah repeat: she is not inter’sted in me and ah’m definitely
not inter’sted in ‘er. Now ah need to git a move on ‘afore somebody
realizes ah’m gone.”

“Ya know, if you really didn’t want anybody
knowing you were here, I don’t think I would have left my lights
flashing.” She pointed to her ceiling.

“Yore next door neighbors were broken into
tonig’t. Ah came over to check on ya and found the front door
unlocked which ah plan to remedy when ah leave.”

“The McLaughlin’s?”

“Yep.”

“Shit. They’re on vacation for two weeks.
I’m supposed to be watching the house for them. This is just great.
Where’s my ESP when I really need it?”

“Not yore fault.”

He was getting ready to reach for the door
handle when there was a knock and, “Mom?”

Rand whirled, took three steps and dove over
her, landing neatly on the floor on the other side of the bed at
the same time Phoenix yelled, “What?”

“Can I come in?”

“Ahh . . . yeah.”

Brawley opened the door and stuck his head
in. “The cops are next door.”

She put a hand to her forehead for effect,
“I feel McLaughlin’s have been robbed.”

“Cripe, what’s this neighborhood coming to?
I’m going to bed.” He shut the door.

“Okay sweetie, good night,” she
hollered.

It was silent for several minutes as Phoenix
lay back down. She suddenly started laughing and leaned over to see
Rand stretched out on the floor next to her. “You are some police
officer.”

“Here to serve ma’am.” He glanced at his
watch. “Well, ma tail will certainly be lookin’ fer me by now.”

“Your tail?”

“Yep. By now Brad will be lookin’ fer me.
He’s appointed himself ma personal bodyguard whenever we’re in yore
vicinity.” As he slowly got up, he came within inches of her face.
She pulled back. He stood over her and then frowned.

“What?”

“Where’d he come from?”

“Who? Brawley?”

“Yeah. Ah never heard his bike.”

“It’s four o’clock in the morning. He’s
probably been in the house for hours.”

He started to say something and then thought
better of it. They had both heard Brawley walk away. The coast
should be clear. His hand on the door handle, she spoke one last
time. “Rand. If you really don’t see any future for us – any kind
at all – do me a favor and don’t call.”



Chapter 4

Phoenix wasn’t surprised to see Brad at her
door the next morning but she was surprised when he held up his
badge. “Good morning, ma’am. I’m here on an investigation. Are you
aware that your neighbors were broken into last night sometime
after three?”

She tried not to laugh out loud. “Step right
in, Det. Storm. Yes, I was made aware of the fact that McLaughlin’s
were robbed last night.”

“Were you at home at the time?”

“Yes, I was, but I was asleep so I’m afraid
I didn’t hear anything.”

“Didn’t see anything, huh?”

“Nope, sorry.”

“Did a certain police officer walk over here
and let himself into your house?”

She grinned. “I don’t see what that has to
do with McLaughlin’s being robbed unless—you think he gave the loot
to me.”

“No, actually, I hadn’t thought that,
however . . . maybe I’ll consider it.” His pen hit his pad of paper
nervously several times. “You have quite a set of keys don’t you,
Mrs. Sebastian?”

“Yes, in fact, I do.”

“How did you acquire so many, might I
ask?”

“Well, it’s like this, Det. Storm. I am the
only stay-at-home-mom in the entire subdivision, well, almost.
Parents have just found it convenient to give me a key to their
house instead of having their kids losing theirs all the time.
There have been times in the past when I’ve met the kids at the bus
stop, walked them home and let them into their own house. Their
parents weren’t coming home when they thought, or the weather was
bad, or a car broke down and they’re delayed, stuff like that. They
call me up and ask me to let whomever in and explain where their
parents are and when they’ll be home. It’s worked out pretty
well.”

“Hmm. All these years and I never realized
you did that. When Rand asked me about your set of keys, I really
had no idea why you had so many.”

“Rand?”

“Yeah. You’ve got a set to McLaughlin’s,
don’t you?”

“You know I do.”

“And Krupp’s?”

“Yeah.”

“Andersen’s?”

“Yeah.”

He named half a dozen more, to which she
replied affirmative to all. “Who else have you got around
town?”

She stared at him. “My parents, Sue’s, to
her house and the shop. In fact, I have a key to Jack’s store. Why
are you so suddenly interested in my keys?”

“Because all those people that I named . . .
their houses have all been broken into in the last year and none of
them were a forced entry. There were a few of them who admitted
they didn’t lock their doors or couldn’t remember if they had that
particular day, but the majority were positive that they had.”

He read the look on her face before she even
got her mouth open. “You look me straight in the eye Det. Storm,
and tell me you think I am a thief.”

“No. You never entered my mind.
Where’s Brawley?”

“You’re not serious!” she hissed. “Don’t you
even think it, Bradford Storm.”

“What’s he doing out until three or four
most mornings?”

“He doesn’t stay out that late!”

“Yes, he does, Phoenix. A lot of us have
seen him out and about. Neighbors call and complain about him
roaring through here in the dead of night. Who’s he with that late
at night?”

“You know who he hangs out with – Russell
and Christoph and all the boys from the sub.”

Brad shook his head. “I happened to run into
Russ’s dad and asked him what Russ was up to these days. He’s away
at college.”

“Brawley would have to be with Russell. I
mean . . . who else would he be with?”

“When was the last time you saw Russell over
here?”

“Well,” she stood there for a moment. “I
guess it has been a while, but that was to be expected once the
boys got their driver’s license. They wouldn’t stay around
here.”

“I want to speak with Brawley myself.”

“No.”

They locked eyes. “Phoenix,” he said softly.
“This gives me no pleasure. This is my job. I’m sorry but I have to
talk to Brawley.”

“Because I have a hefty set of keys!? No!”
Arms crossed, she glared at him.

“Okay, fine,” he spread out his hands. “Last
week when you had your talk with Brawley, what did he say?”

“What talk?”

He stared at her. “Come on, Phoenix! I asked
you to have a talk with Brawley about what he does that keeps him
out so late and who he’s with.”

“When did you ask me to do that?”

“When we went to eat at Goldy’s.”

“Six months ago? And you’re just now asking
me —”

“Try last week.”

“Last . . . week – right! I . . .
forgot.”

He screwed his face up. “You forgot to ask
Brawley . . . or that we went to Goldy’s?”

“Both, I guess,” she gave a slight laugh.
“It wasn’t that great a meal.”

“I see.” You certainly raved about it at
the time, he thought to himself. It was silent for several
seconds while Brad looked off into the living room. Finally, he
cleared his throat. “Someone saw Brawley standing outside
McLaughlin’s last night about the time of the robbery.”

“They’re lying! Or you are! Big deal, so he
was standing there. It doesn’t prove anything. No! Brawley is not a
robber! I know my son! Do you know what you’re saying? Are you
listening to yourself? That my son would one, steal, and two, from
our neighbors and friends! I don’t believe this! And you, of all
people—” she remembered Rand asking her where Brawley had suddenly
come from. What had Rand been hinting at? That Brawley had just
walked over from next door?

“So, who would you like to hear this from?
Rick? From one of the guys who would love to come and interrogate
you for all the times you’ve humiliated them? How about the guys
you went and told their wives that you ‘knew’ their husbands had
affairs? When you met Charlie’s brother, you announced to everybody
within hearing distance he wore women’s clothes. Is that who you
want to come here and talk to you and Brawley? Because believe me –
I’ll be happy to step aside and let someone else take over. I
volunteered to come here and talk to you because I am actually
doing you a favor. I came as a friend.”

“No friend would come and tell me this.”
They stood looking at each other. “Well,” Phoenix finally managed
to get out. “I . . . guess . . . I’ll ask you to leave.”

“Not until I’ve talked to Brawley.”

“He’s sleeping. And . . . I don’t think
you’ll be talking to him without an attorney present.”

“Fine. I will expect the three of you at the
station sometime today.”

“It will be whenever I get around to
it.”

“As long as we understand that it will be
today.”

“I am busy today. Maybe next week
sometime.”

Brad looked her in the eye but tried to keep
his voice even. “You know as well as I do that Brawley has been
hauled in countless times. They’ve always been for small things and
you’ve never once disciplined him and because of you, neither have
we. And now he’s moving on to bigger things. Make no mistake,
Phoenix. You bring him in today or I will do my job and haul him in
myself for questioning. I’m sorry that it’s come to this, but
you’ve seen this coming for a very long time —”

“Good day, Det. Storm!”

“Today.”

 


* * *

 


Brawley didn’t know anything; he was out
cruising by himself all night. No, he didn’t know anything about
the two guys whom Brad said he was hanging around with. Never heard
of them.

“Neither have I!” chimed in Phoenix.

He was finally released with a “Don’t leave
town!” yelled after him.



Chapter 5

There were times — actually plenty of times
— that Phoenix wished Gil were around. Talking to Brawley was one
of those moments. She used to mention it to Gil, who would shrug
his shoulders and walk off. Obviously, he didn’t care one way or
the other how his son turned out. The kids were Phoenix’s problem;
he just paid the bills. And now, she stared after Brawley’s back as
he refused to talk to her by saying he didn’t know anything, she
was always riding him, get off his back, she didn’t trust him, he
had plans and then out the door he went.

She was suddenly aware of Brandia standing
next to her. “I don’t like the guys Brawley’s been hanging out with
lately.”

Phoenix whirled on her. “What’s wrong with
Russell and Christoph?”

“Where have you been, Mom? He hasn’t seen
them in ages.”

“What are you talking about?”

“He hangs around with a bunch of ass—idiots.
The one calls himself the Pit Bull.” Brandia rolled her eyes.

Phoenix stared, horrified at hearing this.
That was exactly whom Brad had asked Brawley if he knew and Brawley
had given a very definite ‘no.’ He had lied. To Brad, to her . . .
and if he’d lied about that, then . . .

 


* * *

 


Phoenix needed to get out of the house. “I’m
going for a walk,” she announced to no one in particular and left
before one of the kids could stop her. She tried to keep her mind
blank. She didn’t want to think about Brawley, or Brandia’s
implication. Brawley! Brawley! How could you? I raised you
better than this! And why steal? You have everything! And if you
don’t have it, you know I’d get it for you. Stop this. Innocent
until proven guilty. Surely, she knew Brawley better than
this.

“Hey, Stan,” she waved to one of her
neighbors across the street.

“Hi, Phoenix.”

She suddenly stopped and glanced over her
shoulder. Stan’s house looked out onto McLaughlin’s. What had
Stan’s wife told a group of them once: you could set your watch to
Stan going to the bathroom at 3:30 every morning. Wasn’t Rand in
her room somewhere near four? She pressed her fingers against her
temples and closed her eyes. “Stan. I’m not real sure you should
leave the house today,” she stood as if in a trance and then she
shrugged her shoulders. “I guess . . . maybe it’s nothing.” She
continued with her walk, turning her head so Stan couldn’t see her
grin. Rat on my kid, will ya?

Her walk took her to the next block. Look
at that. Somebody is getting rid of this patio furniture? Sure,
it needed some work but . . . how to get it home before somebody
else discovered this find in the trash? She glanced up. “Dolores!”
she shouted. Dolores was old enough to be her mother but she was
one of Phoenix’s favorites in the neighborhood. The woman turned to
see who was shouting her name, scowled and turned back to the
weeding she was doing. Great. What is she mad about?

“What’s up?” asked Phoenix trying to sound
casual.

Dolores looked her up and down, started to
say something, then changed her mind.

Phoenix tried to think what she’d be so mad
about. She hadn’t talked to the woman in a month or two. “I’m, uh,
really sorry about messing up at the garden club. I’m really going
to try and —”

“It’s not the garden club. I never did
understand why you accepted the presidency with all the other
activities you never show up to. It’s Brawley.”

My word, what did she see last night? Her
house isn’t even near McLaughlin’s. “What about Brawley?” She
tried to keep her voice even.

“His bike, his attitude, everything!”
Dolores stood up. “I, for one, have had it. Everybody in the
neighborhood is up in arms about that boy but they’re all too
spooked to tell you. But I am too old to worry about you putting
the hex on me —”

“What?”

“Oh, come on. Whenever anybody has mentioned
anything remotely bad about Brawley, you manage to get even.”

“Get even?” She glanced over her shoulder to
see if Stan had left yet.

“Yes. You listen very nicely and then tell
them you feel some disaster is about to befall them. They spend
weeks looking over their shoulder after that and you do nothing
about Brawley except whine about how everybody’s picking on
him!”

“Well, it does seem to me —”

“All these years that you’ve lived here,
your family has been a great neighbor until Brawley got his license
and became mobile. He is hell on wheels. That kid is going to wind
up in jail or dead and you don’t care enough about him to do
anything about it.”

Phoenix stepped back, open-mouthed.
“Brawley’s just going through a rough time—”

“What rough time? Tell me, what rough time
is he going through?”

“Well . . . he was sick for so long that
he’s two years behind all his friends in school and —”

“My stars, you’re not still using that old
excuse, are you? I would have thought you’d have something more
original than that by now. You know, here was a kid who was going
places. He had looks, charm, intelligence but now, with his
mother’s permission, he’s just a delinquent.”

“He’s not a del —”

“Haven’t you noticed the neighbors don’t
speak to you much anymore? That attendance was down at your last
breakfast bash that we have always looked forward to? We have all
had it! This has been a nice, stable neighborhood. Close-knit. Do
you know how many people are talking of moving away? Well, I’ve
been here too long and I’m too old to move, Phoenix! Since you’re
the problem, it’s been suggested maybe you should move!”

Phoenix was too flabbergasted to get
anything out. Dolores continued. “I even called your mother.”
No! Anything but that. “She said she had as little to do
with you as possible and the children even less.”

“Well, I must admit she doesn’t lie.”
Phoenix said dryly.

“Oh. And, while I’ve got your attention, you
can tell that delinquent of yours that I found my son’s old pellet
gun and I’m a fair shot with it. The next time he comes flying over
my lawn tearing up my flowers, I intend to use it. You do know what
I’m talking about, don’t you?” Phoenix looked down at the ground.
“You do remember me calling you and telling you how he’d just torn
up my lawn and remember what you said? ‘Dolores, you raised five
boys, you know what they’re like.’ Yes, I do. And do you think I
would have tolerated that in any of my boys if they’d done that to
your property? I’d have marched them back over to your place, made
them clean it all up, and pay for any damages. What was it you made
Brawley do?” Dolores stopped and waited. Well, I’m sure sorry I
came over here. “Nothing!” yelled Dolores. “You did nothing!
But boy, you sure hold a tight leash on the rest of those kids! Why
did you quit on Brawley?”

Her head snapped up. “I didn’t quit —”

“You sure as hell did. He was everybody’s
favorite. My God, when he was sick, this whole town rallied around
him. That kid never spent one minute alone in the hospital all the
times he was there. The blood bank had more blood donors than they
could handle. I’ll tell ya that’s never happened before or since –
I know, I volunteer there. The rest of your kids are polite and
well-mannered. Brawley used to be polite and well-mannered and now
look at him. It’s a shame. It’s a damn shame.” Dolores turned away
and headed toward her house.

“Well . . . I’ll speak to Brawley,” offered
Phoenix, when she finally found her tongue.

“No,” Dolores whirled around. “Don’t mention
my name. I’m afraid of what he might do.”

“You can’t seriously think that Brawley
would do you any physical harm —”

“Yes, Phoenix, I do. Don’t mention my name,
please. If you have any decency left in you at all. I’m an old
woman living by myself now that Sid’s passed on . . . I’ve lived
here nearly thirty-five years and never had to lock my doors ‘til
this past summer.” She seemed to be speaking to herself as she
mounted the front steps. “But think about what I said,” she
hollered over her shoulder.

“I promise I won’t mention your name if
you’re that uneasy, although I can assure you that Braw —”

“About moving! Hell of a lot easier to have
one family move than twenty of us.”



Chapter 6

Rand arrived an hour later to find Phoenix
sitting in her front yard. She sat in a lounge chair obviously
needing paint and two wheels. There was no cushion but she was laid
out on the wooden bars just the same, trying to look comfortable.
She had her arms wrapped around her, goose bumps up and down her
arms. She made no indication that she knew he was standing there as
she stared out across the street.
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