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Chapter 1

 

BILLIE CULPEPPER DREAMT that she was being split apart like a wishbone. Pulled in opposite directions by warring forces until a tiny crack was heard and she ripped down the middle. 

Another nightmare, the terrors now a constant part of her life that maligned her sleep each night, leaving her drained when the sun came up. The new normal. Duality exists in all things. Love and hate, life and death, and so on. Billie had begun to think of herself in the same way. There was life before the spookshow and there was life after. The dividing line was a muggy night in June when she had been knocked into the cold water of a Great Lake and nearly drowned. 

Drowning was what she dreamt of this night, crashing under the inky waves and rolling about in the dark water. Disoriented, she couldn’t tell which way was up and feared she was swimming in the wrong direction toward the muddy bottom. Gasping when she broke the surface, her hands clawed at the concrete embankment but its surface was slimy with algae and she could not latch on to anything. 

“Take my hand.”

A voice from above. A powerful grip locked onto her wrist. Looking up she saw Mockler reaching down from the steep embankment, straining to pull her out. 

She lifted clean out of the cold water but something tugged on her ankle and down she went again. She didn’t want to see what it was but instinct won out and when Billie looked down, she saw the dead shimmering under the lapping waves, their pale hands reaching out for her. A watery horde of the departed pulling her back down. 

“Don’t let go!” she cried, clinging to the man above. 

Her fingers latched tighter to Mockler’s arm but she felt herself slipping through his grip. The dead things in the water were legion and Mockler was outmatched in this grisly tug of war. The faces of the dead lifted from the waves and some she recognized. Evelyn Bourdain was there, her mouth twisted into raw fury, and there was the Undertaker Man with his empty sockets for eyes. Frank Riddel, her own father, clawing her down into the cold waves of the harbour. Bobbing to the surface last was John Gantry, the flesh of his pale face pockmarked and ravaged as if eaten away by small fish. She felt the Englishman’s cold fingers latch onto her neck and pull her down below the surface. And then she heard nothing at all. 

Another voice. 

“Billie. Wake up, honey.” 

Her aunt, gently shaking her awake. She wasn’t at the harbour, she was back in her old room in Aunt Maggie’s house. Safe and sound.

“You’re all right,” her aunt cooed. “Just a bad dream.” 

Billie croaked up odd sounds until her vocal cords functioned. “Did I wake you?”

“You were making an awful racket,” Maggie said, smoothing the hair from her niece’s eyes. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Was it about your mom again?”

“No.” Billie sat up and rubbed her eyes. “It was just crazy stuff. You know what dreams are like. They never make any sense.” 

“You’ve had them every night since you’ve been here. That worries me.”

“Dreams can’t hurt you.”

“It’s the broken sleep that worries me. You can only go so far before that starts to affect you.” Maggie patted her hand. “Do you want anything? Some warm milk?”

“Yuck. I’m fine. Go back to bed.” 

Maggie lingered a moment longer to ensure the young woman was fine before going back to her own room. Billie laid her head on the pillow feeling exhausted but alert. She had been at her aunt’s house for three days now. Three days since the funeral. The time had passed quietly and without incident, something for which Billie was grateful after the mayhem that had preceded it. Details mattered here, the small everyday things like making a meal or raking leaves or taking a walk on the soggy beach as the November winds sought to push one over. The only down side was Mockler. They had texted and spoken on the phone every day since she’d been in Long Point but the communication paled to the real thing. She missed him and wished he was here. 

Listening to the wind outside the window rattle the drybone branches of the tulip trees, Billie decided that it was time to go back. The grieving was still raw but it was settling into more of a constant strain rather than the acute pain of earlier. Life goes on whether one is ready for it or not. It was time to go home. 

She closed her eyes and something small and fragile fluttered in her belly at the thought of seeing the detective again. 

 

~

 

The ground shuddered as the bulldozer rumbled in like a tank, its blade plowing a load of earth and broken timbers before it. Detective Ray Mockler stepped out of the way of the grinding metal treads and watched the dozer push its load into an enormous furrow in the earth. Around him moved a small team of men in safety vests and hardhats, some with an arm propped on the spade they held and others warming their hands over a cup of coffee that he had provided. Earlier in the morning, he had phoned the foreman to tell him he would be on-site today to see the ground clearing and offered to pick up coffee on the way. He’d brought donuts too, which the crew were happy to see. 

Over the roar of the bulldozer came the crack and pop of timbers breaking and the chalky snap of bricks tumbling together as debris was plowed into the crater. It was a burial of sorts, one that Mockler had wanted to witness with his own eyes. 

“You ever work construction?” The foreman waved as he drew up alongside Mockler. A broad faced man with thick forearms, he smiled at the detective. 

“One summer,” Mockler said. “Back in college. Why?”

The foreman shrugged. “Just wondered what it was you wanted to see. We usually don’t get much of an audience for moving earth around.”

“It’s a loose end in an investigation. I want to see it tied up.” Mockler nodded at the vast trench before them. “When did the fire investigators  finish up?” 

“Late yesterday. He said they’d done all they could, given the unsafe conditions. Did they figure out how it started?”

“Not yet,” Mockler replied. “Probably just kids messing about.” 

The foreman nodded his head in agreement.  “I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner. Hell, I used to sneak up here as a kid.”

“You did?” 

“Back in high school. There were so many stories about this place. We came up on a dare, broke some windows. It was spooky even then.” 

Mockler’s eyebrow went up. “What do you mean spooky?”

“It felt weird. I’m sure we had just psyched ourselves out with all the ghost stories the way kids do but, man, we didn’t spend too long inside it. We smashed some windows, to say we did it, then took off.” 

“Everyone seems to have a story about this place.”

“Well there won’t be anymore new stories,” the foreman said as they watched the dozer push more earth into the pit. “It’s just rubble now.” 

“I hope so.” 

“I ought to get back.” The foreman touched his hat and stepped away. “Thanks for the coffee, detective.” 

Mockler waved goodbye and leaned back against the fender of his car. He watched the crew work although there was little deviation to the routine, the bulldozer plowing the debris into the pit and covering it all with the sandy earth of the escarpment. He had needed to see this, to witness the burial of the awful Murder House and its terrible secrets. Although it was still a crime scene, the fire had gutted the house to the ground and the resulting ruins were unsafe to work in. Once the crew were done here, the former grand manor would be buried for good and, with time, the terrible legacy of Evelyn Bourdain would be forgotten. 

 

~

 

Kaitlin startled when the plate hit the floor. It was perched on the edge of the counter when Kyle, clumsy and near-sighted in the morning, had knocked it over reaching for a cup. The piercing crack of china shattering against the floor almost stopped her heart. 

Her reaction, while not typical, was gut-level. Shrieking, she had instantly dropped to the floor and covered her hands over her head. 

“Whoops,” grumbled Kyle. 

Kaitlin peeked out from under the breakfast table. “What was that?”

“Dinner plate. One of the good ones too. Sorry.” Kyle picked up the shards from the floor. “Jesus, you jumped a mile there.”

“You gave me a heart attack!” 

“Easy,” he said. “It was just an accident.”

“Why are you so clumsy?” Kaitlin fumed, crawling out. “God!” 

“It was just a plate. No big deal.” 

Kaitlin straightened up but her nerves were fried and tingling. She held her hands out before her. “I’m shaking.” 

Kyle dumped the pieces in the trash and came around to her. “What is up with you? You’ve been so jumpy lately.”

“How can I not be with you trashing the house every five minutes?” 

He backed away. “Forget I asked.” 

She was still fuming when he went to fetch the broom. She knew she had overreacted and should probably say something to mitigate the temper she’d unleashed on him but her anger was blowing too hot for that. He was right, she had been on edge for days now. Snapping and surly. She blamed it on the lack of sleep. Each night was a tortured churn of anxieties that kept her awake for hours. Was the stove turned off? The front door locked? If a fire broke out, did she know what to do? If an intruder broke in, could she call the police in time? 

The crisis scenarios were endless, one fear tumbling into the next and each one upping her pulse until she saw the window brighten with dawn. She never used to be such a worry-wart. Now it was all she did, speculating over potential life-and-death disasters that lurked everywhere. Strange rituals had crept into her daily routine too, like triple-testing the lock before going to bed or checking the stove again and again to make sure the burner wasn’t left on and leaking natural gas into the house. Asking Kyle to do it didn’t help. He dismissed her fears as paranoia, which infuriated her. 

Slowing her breathing to soothe her frayed nerves, Kaitlin resolved to apologize to Kyle for her outburst but the crack of another dish breaking against the floor fried her nerves all over again. 

“Whoops.”


 

 

Chapter 2 

 

THE PHOTO ALBUM was old, its spine cracked and the corners frayed. It smelled faintly of mildew from being stored in her aunt’s small garage for so long. She tried to remember the last time she had perused through its pages of old Polaroids. Not since her teens when she and Maggie and Uncle Larry had lived in Poole. The past had been weighing heavily on her since the funeral and when she rose early this morning, she remembered the photo album. Shivering in the cold garage, she had searched through the shelves of old ice-skates and chipped Christmas ornaments until she found it. 

Nostalgia tugged hard revisiting these old photographs, grief rising to the surface again. Most were typical shots of holidays and birthdays but there were some she barely remembered. A picture of her first day of kindergarten, standing knee-high between her mom and aunt, both women beaming at the camera. The little girl with a gap between her bottom teeth. She studied the faces of both women. In picture after picture, there remained a telling contrast between the smiles of the sisters. Where Aunt Maggie’s was big and full, her eyes squinted into arcs, her mother’s was less by half. Never a full beam like her younger sister, her eyes open, as if she wouldn’t commit to a full smile. There was a sense of wariness or reserve in every photograph of Mary Agnes Culpepper, no matter what the occasion. None of that surprised Billie. It was just startling to see the contrast laid so bare in this history told in pictures. 

“Morning.” Aunt Maggie chimed, stepping into the kitchen. She cinched her housecoat tight and yawned. “How long have you been up?”

“A while now,” Billie replied. “Couldn’t sleep. The coffee’s made.”

Maggie took a stool at the counter as Billie slid her a cup, its steam curling into the air. “That was quite the nightmare you had. Did you fall back to sleep?” 

“Not really.”

Maggie saw the photo album and pulled it closer. “Where did you find this?”

“In the garage. I wanted to see it again.” 

“Oh my God,” Maggie sighed, pointing to a picture of Billie before a Christmas tree. “Look at that little face. Gosh, you were a cute kid.” 

“Stop.” Billie turned the pages. “There’s a picture I wanted to ask you about. Here. Who’s this woman?” 

Maggie reached for her glasses. The photograph Billie pointed to showed herself and Mary Agnes seated next to an old woman in a lawn chair. The two sisters, who looked to be in their twenties, were a stark contrast to the frail and wrinkled woman seated between them. 

“That was Aunt Elsie. God, I haven’t thought about her for ages.”

“She looks like you and mom. Your dad’s side of the family?”

“Yes, another Culpepper,” Maggie said. “Our dad’s older sister. She was a character, she was. Your mom was fond of Aunt Elsie, although we didn’t see much of her. She died just before you were born.”

“Did she live far away?”

“No. She and our dad quarrelled. Aunt Elsie was different. I guess that’s why she and your mother got along so well.” 

“Why didn’t they get along?” 

Maggie adjusted her glasses for a closer look at the photograph. “Dad said it was because she was a bad Catholic but there was more to it. Aunt Elsie had a bit of the spookiness in her. She used to do Tarot cards, hold seances and the like. That was the real reason we didn’t see her. It annoyed our father to no end that Mary Agnes and his sister got along like thieves.” 

“She was a medium?” Billie uttered in surprise. “Just like mom.” 

“Mmm,” Maggie confirmed. “A number of them were, on the Culpepper side. It caused a lot of riffs between families. Needlessly, really. But those were different times.” 

“Why? Because it scared them?”

“Partly. But there was more to it. The Culpeppers were staunch Catholics. At least one of every generation were in the clergy. It was a much more significant thing in those days, the faith. The ones who dabbled in seances were considered a disgrace to the family.” 

Billie traced a finger over the image of her great aunt. “So it runs in the family. Like a hereditary disease? Beyond just me and mom. How come I never knew?”

“Because it was hushed up and hidden, I’m afraid. It tore families apart. That’s just how it was dealt with back then.” 

“And that makes it okay?” Billie asked. She hadn’t meant to frost her tone. It just came out that way.

“I’m not condoning it, honey. I’m just saying that that was how they dealt with it.”

“But you never told me about it.”

“I hoped you didn’t have it. Especially with your mom gone.” Maggie sighed and slipped the glasses from her nose. “You’re still angry with me about that?”

“No,” Billie said. “I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

Maggie slid from the stool and turned to the counter. “I’ll start breakfast.”

“I’ll just have toast. I’m going to get on the road soon.”

“You’re leaving already?” A note of sadness in the older woman’s voice. “So soon?”

“It’s time. You sit. I’ll make breakfast this morning.” 

Her aunt protested but Billie made her sit and took down the pan from its hook. “Do you want the usual?”

“Please.” Maggie watched her niece work, then she tilted her head as if a thought had just occurred to her. “Do you wonder if you’ll pass it on?”

“Pass what on?”

“Your talent. To your own children.”

The egg in Billie’s hand slipped out and cracked against the counter. “Never thought about it. I haven’t even thought about having kids. Let alone that.” 

“Of course. You’re too young to think about kids but that might change.” 

The genie had slipped out of the bottle. Billie couldn’t stop thinking about it now. “How weird is that idea? That I might pass it on to my own kid?” 

“They’ll be all right,” Maggie said. “They’ll have you to teach them.” 

Billie dismissed the notion as ludicrous as she wiped up the mess but, once flushed out in the open, the idea wouldn’t stop flitting through her thoughts. 

 

~

 

The apartment looked like a bomb had gone off. 

Arriving home after the two hour drive from the northern shore of Lake Erie, Billie walked through the door to find a disaster waiting for her. During the hectic aftermath of the horrors at the Murder House and the hastily arranged funeral of her mother’s remains, she hadn’t paid much attention to the state of the tiny abode she called home. The sofa bore a nasty slash mark through it and the antique table that she never used tilted under one broken leg, both casualties of a brawl between Mockler and John Gantry. 

The late John Gantry, she reminded herself. 

Dropping her bag at the door, Billie sank onto the sofa and wondered if the wily Englishman was really gone. During the mayhem at the old house, Gantry had been arrested and locked up on a murder charge. While there, he had been stabbed in the back by another inmate and pronounced dead. It was hard to believe that a simple prison brawl could have taken the shifty Brit down, especially since his body vanished from the morgue the following day. 

Billie sighed. How utterly messed-up was her world when someone she knew got stabbed in prison and then pulled a vanishing act? All occurring while she herself was being threatened by a ghostly woman who had wanted to possess her completely. Is this what her gift, her ability to speak to the dead, was doomed to provide? A macabre life of insane torments? Who in their right mind would pass this on to a child? 

A child. 

Billie sat up and cocked her ear to listen. The apartment was quiet, the only sound was a dull burr from her neighbour downstairs who kept his radio on day and night. There was no odd rattling from the next room, no scraping sounds overhead from something scuttling across the ceiling. 

“I’m home,” she called out to the destroyed flat. “Where are you?”

More silence. No legless figure crept out of the shadows, no mute phantom of a child sprang onto the arm of the sofa. Half-Boy wasn’t home. Which was odd, since he had been an almost constant companion since Billie’s latent psychic abilities had bloomed back during the humid swelter of summer. 

She didn’t realize how much she had missed him until he failed to materialize. Had she taken him for granted? Or had something happened? The last time she had seen him was in the cemetery, just after her mother’s casket went into the ground. For a brief moment she thought she had glimpsed her mother there, far away among the tombstones, overseeing the internment of her mortal remains. And alongside the shimmering silhouette of her mother was the small form of the boy whose legs had been cruelly amputated. Had he moved on, crossing over to the other side for good? Was there some connection between her mother and Half-Boy or had the whole thing been a mirage brought on by grief? 

She dialled Mockler’s number but the call clicked over to his answering service. That meant he was on the job and couldn’t pick up the phone. She hung up without leaving a message and sent him a text stating simply that she was home now. Uncertain if she should close the message with an XO, Billie omitted any sign-off. She still didn’t know what to make of the whole situation with the detective. Was this the start of something serious or had they just tumbled together briefly during a harrowing time for both of them? They had spent one night together in a dingy motel in her hometown and remained in contact through the mayhem that followed and the subsequent funeral. Mockler had helped her arrange a burial plot and service. They continued to text when she retreated to Aunt Maggie’s for some peace. Not the most romantic beginning to a new relationship but it had been unique. 

The problem was, she thought as she propped her feet onto the battered coffee table, was that she was sick to death of unique, of weird. What she wanted most of all was a simple date with the man she’d crushed on for the last few months. Dinner, maybe a movie. Seeing a band play at one of the watering holes she and her friends frequented. Something almost boring. Or, at the very least, free of any hint of the macabre or the paranormal. Was that too much to ask? 

Dropping her feet to the floor, Billie rose and scanned the mess around her. Dealing with the catastrophe seemed too daunting. What she wanted right now was to get on her bike and clear her head. 


 

 

Chapter 3 

 

THE VIDEO FOOTAGE from the security cameras was grainy, monotonous and, for the most part, utterly useless. Shot from two angles, the first camera captured the interior lobby of the city morgue while the second security camera covered the loading bay outside the building. There was just over six hours of footage to cover, from the time the last morgue attendant closed up for the night in question until 5:06 AM the next morning when the attendant arrived to unlock the doors. Six hours of static shots of an empty corridor and a quiet loading dock and nothing happened. 

Mockler stretched his back, grumbled under his breath and set the footage back to the beginning and played them again, this time increasing the playback speed to half. There had to be something he missed the first time around. Dead men don’t just rise up from the slab and saunter out of the morgue. 

Do they? 

In any other situation that would be true but the dead man in question was one John Herod Gantry, a murder suspect in one homicide here in Hamilton and another in London, England. He had been arrested by Mockler’s partner and killed by another inmate during a fire inside the Hamilton-Wentworth Detention Centre. Before Mockler could identify the body, the remains had vanished while he and Billie were trapped in the Murder House. That, he knew, could not be a coincidence. So here he sat, going over the CCTV footage from the morgue. There was nothing to see, just the static, unchanging angles on an empty corridor and the roll-up door in the back where the meatwagon pulled up. 

“Jesus Christ, Mock. Give it up already.” 

Mockler spun his chair at the voice behind him. “Give up? I can’t even start on this.”

Detective Odinbeck tossed his jacket onto the back of his chair and shook his computer awake. “You’re starting to obsess over that footage, bud. There’s nothing to see.” 

“True,” Mockler said. “But it’s what I don’t see that’s relevant.” 

“You wanna put that in English?” 

“Take a look at this.” Mockler turned to his screen and slid the counter forward on the playback bar. “Nothing changes all night until this part. At 4:23 AM.” 

Odinbeck leaned in to the screen as Mockler hit play at the designated time. The grainy feed displayed the corridor and the exterior bays then the footage scrambled, first the shot in the corridor and then the angle on the outside doors. It lasted no more than two minutes, all snowy static before the image resumed and everything appeared the same as before. 

Mockler looked at his partner expectantly. Detective Odinbeck blinked his eyes. “What am I looking for?”

“Didn’t you see it?” 

“The static?”  

“Yes,” Mockler said. “First the corridor, then the exterior.” 

“It’s static, buddy. Old cameras. That’s all.” 

Mockler leaned back in his chair. “Something happened during those two snowy parts. It had to.”

Odinbeck plunked a hand on the younger detective’s shoulder. “You’re seeing things that aren’t there.” 

“I’ve been though the tapes twice. Nothing happens except for this.”

Odinbeck sighed. “Okay. What do you think happened?” 

“Somebody stole the corpse during the static. There’s no other explanation.” 

The older detective tapped a finger against his lips in contemplation. Then he looked up, bright-eyed. “Or your friend Gantry got and walked out of the morgue on his own?” 

“Thanks, Odin.” Mockler tossed his pencil at him. “That’s helpful.” 

Odinbeck grinned. One of his few true pleasures was winding up his younger partner. “Do you want some advice? Let it go, man. There’s nothing more to be done until some new info pops up. Don’t pull another Ahab.” 

“I’m not. I just need to know what happened.”

“Mock, look at me. You obsessed over this guy when he was alive. Now you’re doing it when he’s dead. Let it go. Aren’t you glad to be shed of all the spooky nonsense?” 

Mockler chewed on the question. The camera footage kept playing on his monitor. “Like you wouldn’t believe.” 

“Then turn it off and forget it. Focus on something you can actually do. Like the open files on our desks.” Odinbeck picked over the paperwork crowding his desktop and pulled up a file. “Like this. The two fugitives on the loose.” 

Mockler killed the video, turning to peer at the file. “Which two?”

“The ones who attacked Billie’s friend in the hospital. Tweedledee and Tweedledum.”

“Justin Burroughs and Owen something-or-other.” 

Odinbeck checked the document. “Rinalto. They’re still on the lam.” 

The two young men in question were part of the awful business at the house Mockler had watched bulldozed. They had tried to kill Kaitlin Grainger in her hospital room. Later they abducted Billie and took her back to the old house. Both were enthralled to something dark within the Murder House. “Okay,” he ceded. “Let’s focus on those two.” 

“Atta boy,” Odinbeck grinned. “You should be grateful for this.”

“Grateful?”

“For once we’re not dealing with a murder file. Just plain old fugitives on the run.” The older detective dug out the photographs they had of the two men in question. “Beavis and Butthead don’t look like the brightest turnips in the patch. How hard is this gonna be?” 

Mockler took the pictures from the other man and studied the faces of the two men. Odinbeck was right, neither of them looked particularly intelligent. Mouth-breathers with a dull glaze over their eyes as if they were high. The duo had been missing for almost two weeks now. They would turn up somewhere. If, the detective cautioned himself, they weren’t already dead. 

 

~

 

The man in the woods ran for his life. Crashing through the underbrush in the dark, his skin was flayed by spindly branches and cold thickets. His bare feet crunched over a carpet of pine needles and sharp twigs fallen from the trees. His foot snagged on the exposed root of a hemlock tree and he tumbled down hard, rolling through the deadfall of late autumn. He was cold and bleeding but he held his breath to listen. 

He could hear them out there in the dark. Footfalls crunching through the woods, coming after him. The sounds were faint, fading off in the background under the sound of his own panting. How many were there? How close? It didn’t matter. Keep moving. 

Pitching forward, he pressed on but the ground was uneven and in the darkness he fell again and didn’t get up. Every square inch of his body was in pain. How much blood had he lost in the last few days? They had beaten him, his abductors in the hooded masks. They had cut his flesh with razors and pricked it with needles. They had shaved his head with dull shears and kept him starved and thus weak. It was hard to think straight. 

What had happened to his friend? They had taken him too, hadn’t they? Was he dead? 

The noise of his pursuers filtered through the dark, stomping onward and getting closer. He tried to get up but his strength was gone. The ground was wet and cold but he lay down on his side and curled his legs into his chest. If he remained still, his abductors might pass right over him. The ground smelled of decaying vegetation and rich, loamy earth. Something crawled over his neck, making his flesh tingle but he made no move to brush it away. 

Silence. The wind in the branches overhead but nothing more. Had he fallen asleep? Had his ruse worked, hiding in the leaves until the men  passed over him and moved on? 

“Little rabbit,” said a voice in the dark. 

The pain exploded him awake. A hard boot to the base of his spine. The running man looked up and went blind as the beam of a flashlight whited-out his vision. He tried to crawl away but another heavy boot stomped him down, flattening his belly to the wet ground. 

“Fast little rabbit,” said a voice. 

“He wasn’t starved enough,” said another voice. Both male, both without pity. “He had enough strength to bolt.” 

The panting man felt himself hoisted from the ground by powerful hands. He tried to speak, to beg but all that came out was a blubbery sob. 

“We went too easy on him,” came one of the voices. “We won’t make that mistake again.” 

Dragged roughshod through the brush, the shivering man was hauled back through the woods like the prize carcass of some dead game animal. A five-point buck downed by hunters. 

Antlers, the man thought as his legs were scratched raw by the thicket. He remembered seeing antlers in the place of his capture. Or were they horns? 


 

 

Chapter 4 

 

THE DAMAGE TO the shop on James Street wasn’t as bad as Billie remembered. The glass in the front door had already been replaced and the shelving ripped from the walls was salvageable. The last time Billie had seen the Doll House, it looked like something out of a war zone. Aside from the visible damage done to her friend’s shop, something else seemed off when she came through the newly-glazed door. The familiar ring overhead was missing. The antique bell over the door had been ripped down during the attack. It sat just inside the display window, bell and hanger, waiting to be put back up. 

“Jen?” Billie called out. The shop appeared abandoned. With no bell over the door, there was no way to announce visitors to the shop. 

Jen came out of the back room with a cordless drill in one hand. Her face lit up when she saw the visitor. “Billie. You’re back!” 

The hug was quick but warm. There had been some enmity between the two for the last month and Billie hadn’t been quite sure what the reception would be like but Jen beamed her bubbly smile, genuinely glad to see her. 

“How was your stay at Maggie’s?” Jen asked. 

“Quiet. Maggie took care of me, as always.” 

“You should have called to tell me you were coming back. I would have cleaned up instead of looking like this.” Here Jen took a step back to show off her attire. Loose jeans and her boyfriend’s old sweater, both speckled white with primer paint. More of the paint dotted her hands, a smudge of it on her chin. 

“You’ve been busy,” Billie said. 

“I wouldn’t say busy. I couldn’t bear to even look at it for a week. Dad finally forced me to face the damage and figure out how to repair it.” 

“That must have been heartbreaking, seeing it like this.” Billie looked past her friend to the doorway of the back room. “Is your dad here?”

“No. He went back home yesterday.”

“That’s too bad. I like when your dad’s here.” Billie reached out and took her friend’s hand. “Are you holding up okay? Since, you know, the attack?”

“I am now. I cried myself silly, thinking I was ruined.” Jen shrugged and smiled. “But that wasn’t doing me any good. So, here we are. It’s almost like starting over.” 

Billie looked the space over. The long south wall was patched and primed, ready for colour. Shelves were piled on the floor, waiting to be put up again. The tables and racks were pushed against the north wall of exposed brick. The old church pew, salvaged from a flea market in Guelph, appeared unharmed. “How bad was the damage?”

“The fire wasn’t too bad, only one rack of clothes was actually burned but the stink of it got into everything. I had to chuck every garment that was on display, even the stuff that wasn’t touched by the fire.” 

“Ouch. That’s a lot of inventory to lose.”

“It is,” Jen agreed. She nodded at the bare wall. “I’m hoping the new paint will cover up the smoke smell.”

“Are you going with a different colour for it?” The wall had been hot pink with accents of black. Billie loved the colour scheme.

“Nope. I want it exactly as it was before, the whole thing. When people walk back in here, I want it to look like nothing happened.” 

“Good. The pink and black rocks.” 

“You know what’s really amazing? The people who’ve stopped in just to say hi or ask if I needed help. Customers, people who’ve shopped here. A few of them made me cry they were so sweet.” 

Smiling, Billie watched her friend’s eyes become dewy. “I’m not surprised. People love your shop.” 

“Help me straighten this drop cloth, would you?” Jen nodded at the sheet laid out to protect the floor from paint drops. “It keeps getting bunched up.” 

Pulling both ends, they stretched the cloth flat and weighted the corners with paint cans. Billie looked up. “Where’s Adam?” 

“He had to go to work, which is probably for the better. He just bitches a lot when I ask him to help out.” 

“I’m here,” Billie said. “What do you want done?”

“Are you sure? I was going to put the colour on the wall, but you’ll get your clothes messy.”

Billie gave a wave of dismissal and reached for a paint can. “Hell, a touch of pink paint might spruce up my wardrobe.” Prying the lid off, she breathed in the smell of wet paint. “Do you want to roll or do the trim?” 

“I’ll start the trim, you roll. We can swap out halfway.” Jen tossed her a fresh roller pad and then looked for the small paintbrush. “We should go out tonight, now that you’re back.”

“I’d love that.” Billie cautiously poured the bright pink paint into the roller tray. “Have you seen Tammy or Kaitlin?”

“They’ve both been by to help out. Even the messy stuff when we threw all the inventory out. You wouldn’t believe how bad it reeked.” 

Billie dipped the roller into the thick paint. “Are they doing okay?” 

“Kaitlin seems a little subdued.”

“Subdued?”

“Quiet and a bit blue. Not herself, anyway.” Jen dipped her brush into the paint, scraped off the excess and went to work on the trim. “I think the hospital stay brought her down.”

“Sure,” Billie added, although she knew that Kaitlin had suffered much more than that. “I’m sure it’s humbling to be stuck in one too long.” 

“So,” Jen said. “What’s the story with your boyfriend?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend, remember?”

“You know who I mean,” Jen teased. “Your detective friend. Mockler.” 

Billie tried to sound nonchalant. “Nothing. We talked on the phone when I was at Maggie’s.” 

“Right. All very casual, huh?” Jen smirked at her friend. “You should invite him out with us tonight.”

“I think I will,” Billie said. If, she thought, she ever got a hold of him. The detective still hadn’t returned her text. He’s just busy, she told herself. Or he changed his mind completely and never wanted to hear from her again. The jury was still out. 

 

~

 

They commandeered a table near the back, everyone squeezing in as people arrived. Jen and Tammy were already there, along with Jen’s boyfriend Adam. Kaitlin and Kyle showed up just after Billie did. Hugs and well-wishes all around, everyone a little cautious around Billie as if she was made of glass. It wore off by the second round and the ladies shifted back into their usual demeanour. While Jen remained chatty and spirited, Tammy seemed subdued and distracted. Not her usual boisterous self, her conversation reduced to responses clipped and bored. Adam, aloof as always, barely spoke a word to Billie. She could only guess that he still blamed Billie for the damage done to Jen’s shop. He had been hurt in the attack, she reminded herself, so, perhaps, he had good reason to be rude. So be it. 

Kaitlin was happy to see her. Like Tammy, she seemed a bit muted. Her smile was still bright but the wattage in her eyes was dimmed, a certain lethargy to her movements. As the evening wore on and people circulated around the table, Kaitlin scooted to the empty chair beside Billie and slid her arm around hers. 

“I’m glad you’re back,” Kaitlin said, leaning close to be heard above the noise of the bar. “Our little circle isn’t quite the same when you’re not here.”

Billie looked at her. “Flatterer.”

“Three just seems like an odd number. Jen acts like nothing happened and Tammy doesn’t want to talk much.” 

Billie nodded. Kaitlin was referring to recent events. The fire at the old house. It was no surprise that Jen had rationalized it away and Tammy wanted to forget about it. Who could blame them? She herself didn’t want to talk about it. “How are you healing up?” 

“Better.” Kaitlin’s hand automatically covered the spot on her abdomen where she had been injured. “It’ll be a while before I can hit the gym again, but it’s almost back to normal.” 

“You hate the gym.”

“Then, I’m not missing much, am I?” Kaitlin gave Billie’s wrist a squeeze. “I thought you’d bring a date tonight.” 

“So did I,” she said, trying to mask her disappointment. “He’s busy.” 

“Have you seen him since you got back?” 

“Not yet,” Billie said. 

“He couldn’t spare a minute at least? That seems odd.” 

Billie smiled weakly. Kaitlin had articulated her own thoughts on the matter. Mockler had called earlier only to say that he couldn’t get away. She offered to go to him, even if it was only a minute or two, but he had nixed the idea. Concealing her disappointment, she told him where she was meeting the ladies should he get away early. Mockler said he would drop by if he could, but didn’t sound hopeful. Doubt crept in the moment she got off the phone, questioning the whole thing. Maybe it had just been a fluke, she and Mockler, both of them caught up in the chaos of the moment. Self-doubt, she reminded herself, was her Achilles’ heel and Billie took a page from Jen’s playbook to rationalize it out. This is what it is like dating a cop. A homicide detective no less. He was busy, that’s all. Get used to it. 

Changing subjects, Billie nodded to Kyle across the table. “What about you two? How are the wedding plans?”

“Kyle’s being a dick,” Kaitlin replied with a dismissive flourish. 

“Did anything happen while I was gone?”

“No. It’s not all him. My nerves are shot. No patience these days. So, we fight.” 

“You two always bicker.” Billie looked at Kyle again. Like his girlfriend, he too seemed changed. Smaller somehow, as if he had lost a few inches of height. For as long as Billie had known Kaitlin, she and Kyle had been together. It was hard to imagine one without the other. 

“I’m still not sleeping.” 

“The nightmares?”

Kaitlin nodded her head slowly. She shrugged, but her eyes were glassy. “I still dream about her.” 

There was no need to ask to whom she referred. Billie didn’t want to speak her name or ever think about it again. She wanted it behind her. “It will go away,” she comforted her friend. “It’ll take time, but it will go away.” 

“There’s still so much of it I don’t understand.” When Kaitlin looked up, there was pleading in her eyes. “I need to figure it out. Maybe we can sort it out together. You know? What happened to us.” 

“I can’t,” Billie said. “Not right now.” 

“Of course,” Kaitlin hushed, remembering the funeral they all attended. “But later. I want to talk about it when you’re ready.” 

Something shifted in the room, as subtle as a drop in the air pressure. Billie sat up straight and her eyes shot to the door. The fine hair on her arms was tingling and that could only mean one thing. One of the dead had found her, tracking her down like a bloodhound despite the fact that she kept herself closed to the other side. Some of the stronger ones still found her out. This one, she knew, would appear at the front entrance. 

The door swung open and a man appeared, looking through the crowd of patrons for a familiar face. It was not a ghost. 

Billie shot up, nearly knocking Kaitlin’s drink over, and waved Mockler down. Her heart swelled when his face brightened upon seeing her. 

The embrace was tight, but quick. Mockler leaned back to get a look at her. “Hi,” he said. 

“You made it!” she beamed back. “I didn’t think I’d see you tonight.”

“I double-timed it to wrap things up. How did everything go at your aunt’s?”

“Kiss me.” 

He glanced around, wary of public displays, but Billie’s eyes were closed and her lips were puckered comically. A peck but her lips were soft. She took his arm and led the way. “Come sit.” 

 

~

 

Tammy was the first to bail, claiming an early morning. Billie wondered if she felt like the odd man out, being the only person at the table not paired up. The mood wound down after that. Kaitlin and Kyle continued to snip at one another and Adam started yawning. Saying goodnight, Billie held onto Mockler’s arm as they hit the chilly night air and walked to his car. 

“I hope that wasn’t too boring for you,” Billie said. “Hanging out with my friends.”

“Why would it be boring?” 

“I dunno. I guess I was just worried you wouldn’t get along with them.”

“It was nice to see them under normal circumstances.” He dug his keys out of a pocket. “They’re nice. Except, what was up with Kaitlin and her boyfriend? Karl?”

“Kyle,” Billie corrected. “They’re hitting a rough patch, I guess. It happens.” 

“It does.”

His tone was stone cold as he said it and she wondered what he was reflecting on. “You seem tired. Rough day?”

“Just busy. We’re trying to tie off a couple files before they go to court. Lot of details to iron out.” 

The wind picked up and blew her hair over her eyes. “Any word on Gantry?” 

“Nothing. And I mean zip,” he sighed. “I did want to talk to you about that.” 

“What about?” 

“Most cases, there are friends and family to talk to, but with Gantry, I have nothing. The only friend he had was you.” 

“I know as much about him as you do,” she said. “What about that rock musician guy? The one with the face paint?”

“He’s dead. And his manager and crew have disappeared.” He raised the keys in his hand to unlock the car. “Is there anyone else who knew Gantry?”

Billie stopped. “Marta.”

“Who?”

“Marta Ostensky. She’s a psychic. She has a place on Roberts, near John.”

“I’ve seen the sign,” he said. “She knew Gantry?”

“I think they used to be lovers, actually.” She pursed her lips, recalling the details. “There’s that weirdo church too. The one with the blacked-out windows. Did you try there?”

“I did. The doors are padlocked. It looks abandoned.” He stepped around to the driver’s side. “Hop in.”

Billie opened the door to find the passenger seat cluttered with paperwork. “Can I put this stuff in the back?”

“Damn. I forgot about that stuff. Let me put it in the trunk.” He came around, scooped it up and unlatched the trunk. “I’ve been living out of the car for the past two days and I was in a rush to get here before you left.” Dumping the files into an empty box, he shifted around a few items to make sure nothing would roll loose and then closed the trunk. He heard Billie say something, but her voice was low. 

“What was that?” he asked. 

Billie wasn’t there. The passenger door stood open, the interior light casting down onto the sidewalk. 

“Billie?” 

She was to his right, standing at the entry to an alley. Her back to the street, she was speaking to someone in the darkened breezeway. He stepped up onto the sidewalk to see who it was, but the alley was empty. 

“Billie? Who are you talking to?” 

She didn’t turn or react to his presence. Her voice was a whisper. “I can’t help you,” she said. 

“Help me with what?” He came about to see her face and then stopped. Her eyes were glazed over, oblivious to his presence, and fixed on something before her. The trash strewn alleyway remained empty. 

He felt useless, unsure of what to do. Shake her out of it, this spell she was in? Or was that dangerous, the way one wasn’t supposed to wake a sleepwalker? When he moved closer, he saw a single tear glide down her cheek. He took her elbow gently and spoke her name. 

She flinched, her eyes instantly alert and wheeling about as she got her bearings. Then, she leaned into him as her balance went sideways. 

“What just happened?” he asked.

“Nothing. I’m sorry.” Her hand locked around his arm until the dizziness faded. 

The question was rhetorical. They both knew what had just happened. He led her back to the car. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. 

Billie’s movements were slow, as if unsure of her footing. She wiped her cheek and seemed surprised to find dampness there. “Was I crying?” 

“Probably just the wind,” he said and closed the car door after her. 


 

 

Chapter 5 

 

THERE WASN’T ANY question of them spending the night together. The question was where. Each party angled for home turf. 

“We can go to my place,” Mockler suggested as he pulled the car into traffic, the lights of King Street refracting off the windshield. 

Billie settled into the passenger seat, dreading that very question. “Have you done anything with the house?” 

“No,” he said, somewhat confused by the question. “Haven’t had the time. Why?”

“So it’s still half empty?” She winced as soon as the words tumbled out. That had sounded bitchy. 

“I like to think of it as uncluttered.” 

Billie reached out and took hold of his free hand. “Would you mind if we went back to my place? I know it’s small and everything but, well…” 

He squeezed her fingers together. “We can camp out in the park, if you want.”

A wash of relief eased any misgivings she had. The last place she wanted to spend the night was his house. It was too haunted by the spectre of what had come before her. “Camper,” she said.

“What?”

“Happy camper.”

“That too,” he agreed. 

They rode on in silence for a time, Billie content as he steered the car past Gore Park and onto Hughson Street. No hurry, no crisis to race to. The sense of normalcy was comforting. “Do you ever get lonely out here?” 

“Lonely?” 

“In that house. All by yourself. It’s a big place for one person.” 

“It is. Especially with it empty.” He fell silent for a moment before speaking again. “The thought of refurnishing it makes me kind of ill.” 

She let slip a soft laugh. “You don’t strike me as someone who likes to decorate much. I’m crap at that, too.” 

“You? Come on. I’ve seen Casa Culpepper. Eclectic. Is that the term I’m groping for?”

She rabbit-punched his shoulder. “Don’t tease. I try. It just never turns out well.” 

A stray dog trotted across the road before them, heedless to the oncoming headlights. Mockler slowed and shot past her building before turning onto the side street where he parked behind a battered pickup truck. 

“Wait,” Billie said, squinting at the faded sign further down the block. “You need a permit to park here overnight.” 

“Don’t sweat it,” he said. Climbing out, he reached under the sun visor for a placard and threw it on the dashboard. The words POLICE VEHICLE in bold letters. “Let’s go,” he said. 

Up two flights of worn stairwell, Billie hesitated before opening her door. “Don’t mind the mess,” she said. “The maid had the day off.” 

She led him inside, hit the light switch and realized how much of a hypocrite she was. Her flat still looked like an unkempt war zone. 

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Mockler said, his eyes dropping to the stuffing bleeding from the rip in the sofa. 

She had half expected Half-Boy to appear, ready to ruin her night or otherwise harass her date, but the legless ghost still wasn’t home. Small mercies, she supposed. Billie turned on the old stand-up lamp that she adored and crossed back to the door where she killed the overhead light. The greenish light from the vintage lamp bathed the flat in a warm sargasso glow, concealing its flaws. Snatching up the collar of his jacket, she turned him round to face her. His face was lit up with a sly grin. 

“Want to know something?” she asked. Lifting up onto her toes, she sought out his mouth. “I missed you.”

He smiled back. “That’s what I was gonna say.” 

 

~

 

The running man was back among the trees, but, this time, it was not of his own volition. They had dragged him out here. His heart was rabbiting inside his chest, afraid of what they were going to do. 
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