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Chapter One

July 20
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EXCERPT FROM A NEWSPAPER article on the front page of the Evansville Globe-Democrat:

Mysterious Cult-like Murders Continue to Baffle Authorities as Terror Reigns in Evansville and the Surrounding Areas

Another mutilated victim, a male identified as a car salesman from nearby Breton, was found early this morning on the outskirts of Evansville in a heavily wooded area near Ivers Creek. The victim, Dennis Shavers of Calcutta Drive, was found at approximately 7:10 A.M., nude with slashes across his chest and throat. The city coroner so far has not officially released the actual cause of death, but there is speculation about the unusual amount of blood loss—the same as the previous five victims.

A growing sense of panic has gripped the town and a nightly curfew of 8:00 P.M. has been instigated.

When questioned, the Evansville Police Department had no comment on the sudden rash of vicious murders other than to say that the investigation is going well, and that they expect to make arrests in the near future.

* * * *
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IN THE DEAD OF A SULTRY summer’s night the man slammed the truck door, and the sound reverberated painfully over the neighborhood like the closing of a coffin’s lid. There was no moon, just the strange clinging white mist that laced the dark streets, making it perfect for their escape.

They were running again, and he was sick to death of it.

His vacant eyes stared back at the brick house that he’d labored on to make comfortable for all of them. The house with the windowless cellar.

He could easily make out every detail of the structure. Even in pitch blackness, his keen eyes were sharper than a human’s in broad daylight.

He regretted having to leave the house just when he’d decided to open that night restaurant in the upper floors. He’d begun to make plans. It could have meant living a normal life for a while. It could have meant some release from the boredom.

It could have.

With a resigned sigh, he turned and walked towards the waiting truck and the figure silhouetted in the gloom next to it. A girl. Her long hair was pale in the murkiness.

“Get your ass in the truck, Irene. I won’t tell you again,” he lashed out, fighting visibly to retain control of his anger. She didn’t move.

“Running like scared rabbits again, are we?” she baited him in a calm voice.

“No. We’re just getting out of here before the police come and drag you—all of us—away in chains. I’m not taking any chances this time,” the man growled at the girl, who still faced him defiantly on the edge of the street.

His hold on her was tenuous at best. She was stronger than he, only she didn’t know that yet; so she played his game. Obeyed him—for now. He didn’t want to think about the day she would discover that, in truth, he couldn’t really control her at all.

She laughed contemptuously. “I’d like to see them try. Humans are so puny. I’d rip all their throats out.”

“I’m telling you for the last time,” he gestured at the truck door, sighing again in exasperation. “We don’t have all night, remember?”

“What if I don’t want to go?” she announced in a cold voice. 

“We’ll go without you,” he stated flatly. He could see by the jerk of her head that that had touched her. Loneliness for them was real.

“After all, you’re to blame for this.”

“Is it my fault the old married guy had the hots for me?” Again, her laugh wasn’t quite human. “I only gave him what he desired, and then I took what I desired.”

“He was rather old for you, wasn’t he?” Sarcasm dripped through the man’s deep husky voice.

“Was he?” There was sardonic humor in hers.

“He had a wife and three kids, a pillar of the goddamn community for pity’s sake.” The man had sworn he would not get angry, but his reserve was slipping away. How many times had they gone over this? Endlessly.

“I thought we’d agreed to kill only animals—cattle, horses—or, if the urge gets too damn strong, drain a little blood from transients, throwaways or old people...not a lot, just enough to satisfy you, because losing a little blood never hurts them. Remember? You promised not to kill. Since that fiasco last winter in Haleston?”

“You mean, you had agreed. I never had. No one tells me what to do. No one ever has. I’m not afraid of them are you?”

There was a threat hidden in her childish, silken voice that was not lost on the man. Still he didn’t back down. He couldn’t afford to. Showing weakness to her would be foolish.

“Damn it, Irene! Did you have to kill so many, so close to home?” the man exploded finally in a scornful whisper; grabbing her firmly by the arm, he shoved her towards the open truck door and pushed her in. She let him.

He leaned over her. “Last night, did you have to compound the problem by killing such a vital one; one that would be as missed as this one has been?” he snarled into her face. “And kill him so heinously!” Suspecting what she’d been up to the night before, he had followed her and found her over the body, but he’d been too late to save the poor bastard. “Did you have to maul him, tear his throat to ribbons and leave him naked out there in the open? You drank every last drop of his blood.”

The girl smiled, her lips a smug arc. She didn’t care how vicious her kills were, she never did.

“Do you want them to catch you?”

She didn’t answer.

“The newspapers love that kind of gore. They eat it up,” he breathed. “They’ll be looking for his murderer now with a vengeance, and they won’t quit until they find out who killed him and why, especially since the victim’s brother turns out to be a police officer. We have no choice but to run.” There was disgust in the man’s voice.

“So what?” She turned her head away, and skittered her fingers lightly over the vehicle’s upholstery.

He got into the driver’s seat, beside an older woman with flowing silvery hair who’d remained silent throughout the whole conversation; her eyes were closed in the darkness, her body tense.

She finally spoke. “Can you two just quit it for now?” She smiled wanly and waved her hand. “The harm’s done. Let’s just leave it behind us, okay? We’ve got to get moving.”

She was right, and they all knew it.

The girl grunted in the back seat. The man said nothing.

The older woman turned to him and flashed her very long, sharp teeth. Two fangs peeked out from her bloodless lips. Then she reached out and clasped his right hand. Her touch seemed to calm him.

“Do you know where we’re going now, Terrence?”

“I think,” the man replied softly, rubbing the side of his face. “It’s time to reclaim an old inheritance.”

Then louder, “It’s a long drive. A small town on the coast of Florida called Summer Haven. There’s something waiting there for us.”

“Ah, so we’re finally going back?” the woman said thoughtfully, her tone showing that she knew exactly what he was referring to.

“Yes. It’s been long enough. They’ve forgotten by now.”

“I hope so,” the woman whispered.

“We could fly, you know?” The young girl’s voice from the rear seat was disdainful.

“Yes, and are you going to fly the trailer on your back there as well? We need it, or would you prefer to find a wormy, old cemetery somewhere, as in the old days? Perhaps you’d want to sleep over in a filthy mausoleum on the way, or in someone else’s slightly used coffin?”

The girl shivered behind him, but merely shrugged her shoulders. “It doesn’t really matter, I suppose. Just as long as we go someplace warmer this time. I’m sick of snow and cold. You have to wear too many clothes.” Then she muttered something else under her breath that he couldn’t hear, as acute as his hearing was. More complaints, probably. She was spoiled.

The man ignored her grumbling and started the truck, checking to make sure the Silver Stream, where the others were, was following solidly behind them as it should. The others hadn’t wanted to listen to his and Irene’s bickering. He didn’t blame them.

They were afraid of her tantrums. They were afraid of her.

Ever since Irene had joined them, she’d been nothing but trouble, but they’d quickly found that they needed her, maybe even more than she needed them, and they knew it. She was powerful, amusing when she wanted to be. Gifted. Crafty. She had brought new blood and excitement to their mix, just when they’d truly needed it.

The young blond girl scowled out the window into the night as the truck and trailer picked up speed, her pretty face petulant and sly. “You’re just no fun anymore,” she hissed. “Rules, rules, rules, ever since we started this charade. Why don’t we—”

“I’ve told you a million times,” the man cut her off with such steel in his voice that the girl immediately shut up, “there’s safety in numbers, in normalcy, or you, my little flirtatious bloodsucker, would have been caught long ago. Have you learned so little in all your years? Don’t forget how we met.”

Boston. Yes, that had been a close one, too. They’d found her lair, and had planned to burn it with her trapped inside during the daylight hours...but he, Michelson, had found her first and warned her; perhaps, he’d even saved her. Perhaps. Who knew? She’d confessed she’d gotten out of worse predicaments, but she owed him something, didn’t she?

So she had joined his family.

“How could I forget? You never let me, do you, Father dear?”

There was a new touch of belligerence in her voice and something more, something ancient and far deadlier.

He frowned as a car’s headlights slashed across his face.

He almost ended up in a ditch, trailer and all. He still cringed before bright light. Old habits died hard. A second later, as the sound of vengeful laughter pricked him, he muttered an obscenity under his breath. He got the shiny red truck back on the highway, turning off a short while later onto a deserted smaller road to avoid further headlights.

They drove through the night, not stopping to feed along the way. They’d park at dawn in a lush part of the woods, he decided, where the sun was dim, and rest during the day in the trailer with the black shades pulled down over the windows.

In a few nights, when they were far enough away to risk it, they’d seek food. When it was safer.

The others wouldn’t like it, but he was determined not to leave behind a trail of bread crumbs this time.

They’d just have to damn well wait, he told himself, as the vehicle and its shadow flew down the misty highways towards the new town, far away from the bloody mess they’d left behind and the bloodhound police.

Far away. Someplace inconspicuous, out-of-the-way, and warm. Fresh territory. Maybe they would start that business he’d been dreaming of. He wasn’t sure of the condition of what awaited them there, but he was hopeful that it was good, and that everything would work out.

This time, he fretted they would just have to be more careful. He’d have to watch Irene closer; that was all.

What he needed to do was put her on a leash.

There’d been too damn many close calls lately.

They weren’t as stupid as they used to be in the old days, and why was he the only one to see it? Never the others. Well, he’d have to make them understand somehow. He had to.

Someday their very survival, he was sure, would depend on it.
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Chapter Two

August 15

Summer Haven
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JENNY LACEY SPIED HER father’s antiquated Chevy station wagon bouncing up her gravel driveway long before she heard the honking outside her trailer.

She neatly refolded the newspaper she’d been reading and slid it towards the middle of the kitchen table as she stood up.

Awful about those grisly animal mutilations outside Stanton, she thought, and all that suspected satanic cult activity lately, so many crazies in the world. Awful.

Making sure she had everything, she scooted out the door. She locked it behind her and ran towards her father’s tired smile.

He waved a hand at her through the dusty, cracked windshield. Get in, get in. He looked wearier than usual, somehow, his face drained of color.

She slid in next to him, grinning like a child, and slumped back up against the seat. She stuck immediately to the hot plastic, like a magnet to the outside of a refrigerator. The station wagon didn’t have air-conditioning, and it always stalled in either really hot or cold weather. What did she expect? It was old.

“Gonna be a real hot one today, Jenny. The weatherman said gonna hit a hundred, maybe more. Whew!” Her father chuckled, as he nodded at her. “You ready to paint a house in it?”

She smiled. “Ready as I’ll ever be, Dad.” She was a tall thin woman in her late thirties with straight brown hair and melancholy brown eyes. She pitched her purse, some bags and her sack lunch into the back seat. The lunch toppled off and onto the floor. Jenny didn’t bother to retrieve it.

“Dad, what are those scratches on your neck?” she asked.

“What scratches?”

Jenny leaned closer to him and gently ran her fingers over the two small blood-encrusted slits at the base of his throat, no longer than the length of her thumbnail. “These scratches.”

He winced, covering them with his right hand.

“They hurt, don’t they?” She shoved his hand away and peered closer. “Looks like small...bites. Where’d you get them?”

“Don’t know,” he muttered. “They’re nothing.” He looked at her a second. “Don’t hurt none.”

“You feeling okay?” Jenny pressed, close enough now to notice how awful he looked.

“Sure, sure,” he brushed her worrying off. “Just a little tired, that’s all. Been having bad dreams. It’s the darn heat.” He grinned weakly. “Stop fussing over me like an old mother hen.”

“Well, if you start feeling funny, Dad, get those bites looked at, will you? Some bites, spiders’ especially, can make a person pretty sick. That Brown Recluse spider, they say, can bite you and then a whole chunk of your skin will just rot away. Yeck.”

He glared at her for a moment. “Thanks a lot, that’s a heck of a thing to tell me.” Then he grunted and pushed down on the brake pedal as they came to the highway.

Jenny gave up.

“I brought those extra paint brushes along like you asked me to,” she offered brightly, sorry for scaring him.

“Thanks, honey. You always remember everything, don’t ya?”

“Of course. Got a memory like an elephant. You’ve always told me that.” Jenny tossed a smile over at her father as they rattled out onto the highway with a screech of tires. He still drove like a crazed teenager, even though he’d be sixty-five on his next birthday.

She noticed the paint-splattered coveralls that he’d worn a week straight, and she shook her head. “Don’t you ever wash those things, Dad? They look like they need it. Don’t you remember where the washing machine is anymore?”

“Yep, sure I do,” he answered curtly, as he shoved his jury-rigged glasses up higher on his nose with his left hand, leaving one hand free for the wheel. He’d fixed them with white medicinal tape again, because he’d dropped them a few days ago and had accidently stepped on them. Said he hadn’t the money to get them fixed properly.

Things never changed.

“Just haven’t got around to it. Been too busy.” There was a touch of peevishness in his usually gentle voice.

Too busy, my eye, she thought. Ever since Mom had walked out on him last winter and moved into a rat-infested apartment in town (to find herself or some such nonsense) he kept refusing to face that she wasn’t coming back. His clothes piled up, the house got dirtier and dirtier and things continued to crumble under his feet while he waited and waited for his alcoholic wife to stop drinking.

Might as well wait for it to snow in July, you stubborn old man, she told herself as they sped towards town for breakfast.

She knew her father was too old to be fixing and painting other peoples’ houses, climbing ladders and stumbling around on high roofs, but he was too stubborn to admit it, like with a lot of things in his life. Even if he was small, wiry and had never been sick a day in his life, he wasn’t getting any younger.

Lately he’d started fumbling and dropping things, and he’d forget things like where he’d laid the tape measure or what he was just about to do. Absentminded as all get out. It was beginning to worry her, along with his mysterious exhaustion. A lot.

He’d give someone the shirt off his back for he was a good, loving man. Her father had always been there for her.

He should be retired and sipping lemonade on his front porch as other people did at his age. It was the constant lack of money that forced him to keep working.

Her parents’ little ten-acre farm, where her trailer sat, hadn’t been profitable for years. They’d once had cattle, chickens and horses when she and her two brothers had been children. They’d had crops, wheat and sometimes corn.

Now all the cattle and chickens were long gone, sold away one by one over the last drought years. As for the horses, well, there were only old Lightning and his mate, Black Beauty, left. Two bags of bones. She couldn’t even run them hard any more.

Thus, her father had become somewhat of a house handyman around Summer Haven. Which was a joke in itself, seeing as how Jenny could still hear Mom nagging at him because he’d never fixed a thing around their house and still didn’t.

Jenny tagged along and helped on his painting jobs, not only because she had to keep an eye on him, make sure he didn’t work himself to death and that he got paid, but because since she’d moved back to Summer Haven after her second divorce, she would be flat broke if she didn’t.

Besides, painting houses and helping her dad with light carpentry at eight dollars an hour was sure a lot better than slinging hash at her brother’s greasy-spoon restaurant. At least she was outside more.

Jenny pursed her lips in thought, sensitive as always over the whole work thing. Her father, like everyone else, couldn’t understand why she was doing any of it in the first place when...no, don’t start on it again, she warned herself. Drop it.

Jenny returned to daydreaming out the window, and, as usual, purposely wiped out all thoughts of her past.

The heat waves were already shimmering across the asphalt road as it coiled into the horizon before them, like a piece of that black licorice she’d always liked as a child.

It was going to be a scorcher, all right.

“I was going to suggest we skip breakfast this morning to get an early start on painting the Albers’ House, as big as it is, but I sure am famished,” her father said. His face was sweaty as he ran his stubby hand over his very short, gray hair. It looked like a bristle brush, he kept it so short. “Joey’s probably expecting us anyway.”

No doubt. “I don’t think it’s ever a good idea to skip breakfast,” she replied. “Besides, I could use a cup of that stuff he calls coffee. It’ll shock me awake.” She grimaced and yawned.

“Ah, it’s not that bad. Great biscuits and gravy.” He swerved the car into the shopping center’s entrance and pulled up before the hole-in-the-wall called Joey’s Place.

Her younger brother, Joey, owned and ran the tiny restaurant beside the old boarded-up Rebel Theater. Joey’s Place, as Joey had dubbed it, was not only the best place to get homemade biscuits and gravy, it was the gossip hub and social spot where everyone hung out in the small town. Joey had put everything he had into it, and though he’d barely broken even over the two years he’d run it, it was the first thing that had truly made him happy.

He’d tried a lot of other things before he’d stumbled onto the empty restaurant. The previous owner hadn’t done as well with it and had gone broke. Joey had gotten it for a song. It was Joey, an amicable, charismatic character, who’d made the place a success—and his fantastic cooking.

Joey was thirty-six and divorced (like everyone else in the world). Jenny and Joey were so much alike, both storytellers, but his gift was verbal while hers had always been the written word.

They got out of the car. Jenny’s blue jeans felt damp with the heat, and her T-shirt was already splotched with her sweat.

She gazed up at the closed theater as they walked by with a yearning wistfulness.

“Had some great times in that theater, Dad. Some of the best memories of my childhood. I hate it looking abandoned like that.” She nodded at the Rebel, patting the crossed, aged wooden boards over the elaborate doors as they passed it.

The theater was a two-story rambling anachronism that had originally been built in the nineteen twenties. In its day, it had been the height of fashion in movie palaces with its crystal chandeliers, etched mirrors, velvet staircase and ornate upper balconies, a fairyland decorated in what Jenny had always fancifully thought of as a sort of Spanish Renaissance.

The theater was one of the oldest buildings in Summer Haven, and somewhere around the nineteen seventies the rest of the shopping center seemed to spring up around it. Some years after that, the old white elephant of a movie palace closed its doors for good and died. The owner had decreed it was too expensive to run when he’d declared bankruptcy. And now, who wanted to go to the movies when there were big screen television sets?

It’d never died in her memories.

She could still smell the buttery popcorn, feel the plush velvet carpeting beneath her tennis shoes and feel the prickliness of the chairs on her bare legs below her shorts just like it was yesterday. She could still see Joey, Thomas, Jeff and herself laughing as they came tumbling out of those same doors on a long-ago summer’s night. Their faces reflected like mirrors what they’d just seen: horror, delight and pathos. The theater liked to show the real moldy oldies late Saturday nights.

She’d been swept off her feet by spectacles like The Ten Commandments and Ben Hur. Ah, and how she’d loved those old monster movies: Godzilla, The Blob, Count Dracula and The Mummy.

Jenny took a deep breath, glancing down.

“What’s this?” she wondered aloud, kneeling to touch a large red stain on the sidewalk in front of the theater’s door. When she lifted her fingers and turned them over in the sunlight, they were sticky and wet. She sniffed them. Blood?

Her stomach churned, and she hastily wiped her fingers off on the old boards. Rising to her feet, staring up at the theater with puzzled eyes, she whispered to no one, “Wonder where that came from.”

Her father had already reached the restaurant, though, and hadn’t heard her.

“Coming?” He turned around at the door and was giving her an impatient, hurry-up look.

“Yeah,” she answered drily. No sense in mentioning the blood to her father, he wouldn’t care anyway. Mind your own business, he’d say. Like always.

Inside Joey’s restaurant, they found two empty stools at the counter.

Joey’s Place had been a donut shop once, and it still reminded Jenny of a donut shop. The walls were brilliant white, and a counter with attached white and red stools lined the whole back of the smallish room. The floor had a nondescript red carpet. Joey had repainted everything a cleaner white and had hung lots of campy, framed pictures of old movie posters (he was, like her, an obsessed movie buff) and travel posters along the white walls to give the place some color.

It gave a person something pretty to look at while they ate, Joey had explained. The mix created an eccentric, but unique atmosphere that Jenny found had unexpectedly grown on her.

It was different.

The place this morning was crowded as usual though it was barely seven o’clock. In this heat, her father liked getting an early start.

“Morning, Dad, Sis. Up early, huh?” Joey was placing cups of steaming coffee in front of them before they even asked. He seemed glad to see them.

“The early bird gets the worm, remember?” Jenny winked at her brother, a tall, ruggedly handsome guy with long dark hair he wore tied back in a ponytail. He had light green eyes the color of her peridot birthstone.

“Besides, we had to get up early. We have the Albers’ monstrosity to paint. We figure it’ll take about two years, at least,” she said with feigned dislike, throwing her hand up against her forehead dramatically. “We thought we’d better get a punctual start.”

Joey chuckled. “Whew! The Albers place. You gonna paint all of it?” He had turned to gaze at his father, who was sipping his coffee and sighing with pleasure. “All twenty floors, huh, Dad?” Joey played along.

“Nope,” the old man retorted with a perfectly straight face, but with a twinkle in his eyes. “Just the first fifteen.”

“Ha, ha. Still a joker, huh?” Joey slipped away and served coffee to someone who’d requested it then he came back. “Well, you guys must want something, or you wouldn’t be in a dump like this,” he teased. “I just finished a fresh batch of biscuits, hot from the oven. You two want the usual?”

“Why not?” Jenny shot back. “Biscuits and gravy it is.” Their dad bobbed his head in agreement and disappeared towards the restrooms in the back.

Joey leaned over the counter. “How’s he doing?”

“Oh, he’s doing okay, I guess. This job has really lifted his spirits. We need the money. I just hope he hasn’t bitten off more than he can chew. He’s been pretty tired lately.” Jenny shook her head.

Joey’s head cocked to one side, his eyebrows raised.

“I mean the Albers’ house is a big house, and you know how Dad is on the high places?” A frown shadowed her face.

“Yeah, I know, Sis. You’ve told me, but he’s a grown man, and he never listens to us anyway. He’ll do what he wants.”

“Always,” Jenny sighed, knowing he was right.

“How about that breakfast? I’m hungry, Brother.”

“In a sec.” He hesitated, unsure, and threw in, “How about yourself, Jenny Penny, how are you doing these days?”

The childhood nickname made her smile; her face transformed, and she was pretty. “Fine as frog hair. No complaints.” Her fingers brushed her bangs away from her eyes.

Jenny was the kind of woman who didn’t need makeup; she had a natural beauty that glowed from deep inside her. She always wore the same tiny diamond pierced earrings, a long-ago gift from her first husband and today they reflected the red of her sleeveless T-shirt.

“You working on anything?” he probed. 

Jenny’s smile faded, and she felt the hairs on the back of her neck go up. When would they stop asking? Stop making her feel guilty? “Yes, a two-story Victorian house, starting today.” 

Joey’s green eyes grew serious. “You know what I mean.”

Yes, she knew what he meant. “Drop it. Just leave me alone, Joey. I will someday. When I’m ready,” she snapped at him, and he drew back like she’d burned him.

“Sorry. Excuse me for living. Just asked. You know it has been a couple of years since your last book. You can’t run away from it forever.”

Jenny glared back at him and clanged her spoon against her cup’s saucer. He shut up.

A couple of years?

More like ten.

It seemed like a hundred. At times, Jenny couldn’t believe that she’d ever written those three novels sitting on her dusty bookcase back at the trailer, or that she had ever been that stupid nitwit who’d wasted hours, days, months, hunched over that typewriter creating all those pages and pages of meaningless words. That nonsensical distraction that had deprived her of what had later turned out to have been the short, but precious, time she could have had with her first husband, Jeff, and their child.

She’d been such a fool, seeking fame and fortune when she should have been content with what she had had.

Now those happy days were long gone, and it was too late. She’d missed most of them. Too busy writing. Her fault. Her foolishness. Her punishment.

“I’m only worried about ya, that’s all,” he defended himself. “You’ve been free of that last creep-husband of yours now for a while, nothing to tie you down, and you’ve been back here for months. Doing what, may I ask? Painting houses and bumming around with Dad?”

Jenny’s eyes flashed in hurt and sullen resentment. “I’m trying to make a living, damn it. I have to pay bills and put bread on my table, too, like you and everyone else in this world.” She controlled her tone. “I’m no different than anyone else.”

“Aren’t you?” he asked pointedly. “Let it go, Jenny,” his voice placating, muffled, so the other customers at the counter wouldn’t hear.

“Jeff didn’t walk out on you all those years ago just because of your writing, your success. No matter what he told you. He left you for another woman.” He captured her hand then, muttering over his shoulder for someone who was trying to get his attention to hold their horses, he’d be right with them.

“Denying your gift won’t bring him back, you know. It wasn’t you. I’ve told you so many times. You’ve only been punishing yourself.”

Jenny turned away from him. It was clear that she didn’t want to hear anymore.

“Okay. I’ll get your breakfast.” He retreated, tossing his head, his ponytail brushing across his shoulders. He hustled into the kitchen, gesturing as he went towards Laurie, his waitress and current girlfriend, to cover the counter.

Her dad had drifted back as Joey had departed, and she looked around in time to catch him exchanging questioning glances with Laurie behind her back.

The petite blond with sharp blue eyes was perceptive for a small-town girl who had never finished high school. She wore a hairdo, lacquered with just under two tons of hairspray, that had gone out of style in the sixties. Though they were about the same age, Jenny, once the straight A college-bound student, hadn’t known her very well. They’d traveled in different circles.

Since Laurie had started dating Joey, Jenny had seen more of her and had gotten to know her. She was a sweet person generally, but nosey as all get out about everyone else’s business but her own.

Joey was infatuated with her. This month, anyway. Then again, Joey changed women like some men changed socks.

Jenny was hoping Laurie would prove the exception and stick around for a while; she liked her, and Laurie seemed to be a good influence on her brother.

“Morning, Jenny. Mr. Lacey,” Laurie said cheerfully.

“Morning,” Jenny responded and turned to stare out the window. 

Laurie got the message and left her alone. After she’d refilled their cups energetically, she scurried off to take someone else’s order.

“You and Joey had another tiff about somethin’?” her dad snorted as he gulped the fresh coffee. “I recognize that famous sulking face of yours, child.”

“No. He just irks me sometimes, Dad. You know how he can be,” Jenny complained. “Always trying to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do.”

Her dad’s face was blank. He’d never understood her touchiness on certain matters. He had never really understood her at all, a dreamy-eyed, reclusive child, but he’d always been proud of her, even now. He’d always been uncannily attuned to her quicksilver, shifting moods, even if he never knew what had brought them on.

“Never mind, Dad. Let’s just eat and get over to the Albers’ house,” Jenny suggested softly. She hung her head, fiddling absentmindedly with a loose thread on the side of her jeans.

Her father whispered, “See that man over there?” His eyes rolled to the right, and he raised his eyebrows in a bad imitation of Groucho Marx, trying to cheer her up.

Jenny glanced up, a brief smile beginning to form on her lips.

He’d played this game with her since she was a child. People-watching. He’d pick unknown people around them and make up outrageous stories about them just to get her to smile. It was probably what had first started her making up stories in her own head, she had often thought.

“Yes?” She fell into it, a grin finally breaking out fully on her face. She swiveled around on the stool so she could get a sneaky look.

“Not him, the other man.” He canted his head towards the heavyset guy in dirty jeans at the end of the counter, a baseball cap tugged low on his head. He was gobbling down a powdered-sugar donut like it was his last meal. Her father continued, “He is a long-distance truck driver out of Oregon or some such cold place...and he’s got seven angry wives waiting, all in different states, for him to get his wandering butt home—and sixteen kids.”

Jenny tilted her face, a disbelieving glitter in her eyes, but a giggle bubbling on her lips.

“Yep. When they finally catch him, though, he’ll say he was spirited off once to one of those alien spaceships and has been confused ever since.” He rattled off the last six words in a high singsong voice, his eyes opening wide.

The guy caught them looking at him, and he presented Jenny with a dazzling smile and a mistaken, knowing wink.

Jenny broke up, laughing softly into her hand.

“Dad! Don’t make me laugh. I’m not in the mood,” she chided him good-naturedly. He could have been a stand-up comedian, her dad, he was so funny sometimes. He was wasting his life, too, she thought, feeding chickens and fixing other peoples’ houses.

Was there anyone who ever did what they were truly supposed to do with their lives?

“It’s true. I swear.” He raised his hand like he was in court and smiled lopsidedly while she chuckled silently, trying not to call attention to herself.

He could always make her laugh as no one else ever had. Then one of the local teenagers, a young boy with long unruly purple-edged hair, an earring in his ear and skintight leather pants wandered in. Her father made a rueful face. The teenager gawked around, as if he wasn’t sure where he was, and was finally joined by a girl with a ratty looking hairdo, too much eyeliner and a miniskirt that looked like she had forgotten to pull it all the way down.

The kids retreated to a corner booth and started whispering secrets.

“Didn’t think teenagers nowadays got up this early,” her father snickered. Then aside, low, “Why do they have to dress like that, look like that?” He was rocking his head slightly, perturbed.

“I’d be afraid to sit down in that outfit if I was that girl.” 

“Then it’s a good thing you’re not.”

He looked directly at Jenny. “You never had to act like that, dress like that to get attention, Jenny. You were a good girl. A smart girl,” he suddenly blurted out.

I was neat, too, and followed the rules, she thought bitterly. I couldn’t help that either. Look where it’s gotten me. Nowhere.

Jenny shrugged noncommittally. “That’s how they dress today, Dad,” was all she said.

The teenage girl, who was preening into a tiny hand-held mirror, had long blond hair and a pretty face under the makeup. She reminded Jenny a little of her daughter, Samantha. The daughter who’d left home at sixteen to get married. She’d hated her stepfather, Benjamin, so much she’d taken the first chance offered to get out of the house.

Benjamin had only wanted Jenny, it turned out later, because as a novelist she’d been like a prize trophy he could display and boast about. At first, he barely tolerated her young daughter, and then, over the years of their dreadful marriage, had gradually become downright cruel to the child when Jenny didn’t behave just so.

Jenny had let him. She should never have married him, but after her first husband, Jeff, had left her (was it really over ten years ago now?), she had been so vulnerable. Foolish.

She still felt guilt over her daughter. She should have seen how unhappy Samantha had been and done something. Anything. She hadn’t.

Later, after Samantha had left, Jenny’s eyes had been opened, and she’d finally seen through that sadistic lawyer-creep Benjamin’s act. By then it was too late.

Now Samantha was married, almost nineteen, and already had a child of her own. Sometimes Jenny felt cheated. Though she was again on good terms with her daughter, Samantha and her husband had moved far away for his job a year ago. They now lived in Washington near Seattle, and Jenny rarely got to see her or her new grandson. Samantha’s birthday was next week, and Jenny didn’t have the money to visit. A card and a cheap blouse was all she could afford to send.

Jenny really missed her.

She turned on the stool and forced herself to drink her coffee and not think about it anymore. What good did it do?

Their food arrived. Laurie placed it down in front of them with a flourish. “No charge, Joey says.”

His contribution to their tattered finances. “Thanks, Laurie,” Jenny told her with a weak smile.

“You’re welcome.” The waitress picked up a plate of pancakes from the counter and headed for one of the rear tables.

Jenny picked up her fork, began eating, and Joey reappeared.

“Escaped from the kitchen, again, huh?” she grinned at him between bites, her old self.

“Whenever I can.” His eyes told her he’d already forgotten her earlier irritation at him.

Jenny couldn’t stay mad, or sad, for long anymore; especially with Joey. She’d had enough tears in the last ten years. After all, hadn’t she made a New Year’s resolution that she’d put the past behind her and move forward, smiling?

Joey propped his elbows on the counter beside her and watched her eat. A cup of coffee swayed in one hand. The crowd had thinned out, and he was stealing a quick rest. “Good?” he asked.

“Always,” she affirmed.

Their father was still studying the people around them, probably making up stories about them in his head.

Joey automatically refilled their cups from a coffee pot sitting behind him. “Best coffee in the county, Joey,” their dad seconded. “Never could figure out where you got your cooking abilities, though. Your mother can’t boil an egg. Neither can I for that matter.” Their dad surveyed what was left of the crowd around them. “Been doing good business?”

“Pretty good, Dad. When the mortgage on the place is paid off in full, it’ll be a nice little money-maker.” His excitement brightened his eyes.  Jenny realized in that instant that he was proud of his success, proud of his restaurant.

“In fact, I was thinking of expanding next year, after it’s paid for. Looks like the glass figurine shop next door will be closing. They’re not doing so well. I could knock down the wall between.”

“Sounds pretty ambitious to me,” their dad drawled.

“Sounds smart to me,” Jenny piped in.

“Especially now.” Joey smiled like he always did when he knew something they didn’t. “Jenny,” he said excitedly, “you’ll never guess what I found out last night.”

“I’ll bite. What?” She was wiping her hands on her napkin. With a full stomach, another cup of great coffee before her on the counter, the sun shining outside and the day stretching out comfortably busy in front of her; she was content.

Joey’s eyes lit up, he beamed like a kid. “The Rebel’s reopening.”

“You’re kidding me?” Jenny experienced a shiver of unexpected pleasure. “After all these years? Are you sure?”

“Positive. I met this guy the other night.” Joey’s hands were busy gesturing. “He came in here and asked about the theater next door. I told him all about it and its jaded history; how gorgeous and grand it used to be inside; how long it’s been closed.

“Remember that as kids we always thought it was haunted?”

“Yes, I remember,” Jenny answered.

“He seemed real interested. Then we talked about the town, just talked; he didn’t want anything to eat. Talked my arm off. He’s an outsider, never been here before, he said. A queer sort of guy, dressed real strange.” A funny look settled on her brother’s face, and though he smiled quickly to cover it, Jenny caught it. It made her un­easy for some reason she couldn’t name.

“Two nights later, why, he came in again and an­nounced he owned it. Was I surprised. You could have knocked me over with a feather.” Joey seemed as pleased as Jenny about it.

“Did he say when he was going to reopen it?” Jenny observed her father playing with his spoon in his coffee.

“Naw. Soon, I’d guess. When it does reopen, it’ll bring in a lot more business for me here, I bet.”

“You’re probably right, Joey,” Jenny agreed. “Won’t it be wonderful to have the old place open again? Imagine it has to be at least twenty-two years since old man Trump shut its doors. God, all the movies we saw there as kids, you remember?” Jenny gushed, spinning herself lazily and happily around and around on the stool.

Joey nodded, as he wiped off the counter.

“Remember those marble drinking fountains,” she mused aloud, “those magnificent drapes and that plush red carpeting? It was so rich-looking.” Richness nothing like their simple linoleum-floored farmhouse and curtains from K-Mart.

“Remember how I used to hide in the balcony and scare the hell out of you during the scariest parts of the movies?” Joey sniggered.

“How could I forget? Thanks to you, I’m still afraid of the damn dark.”

Both Joey and her father laughed at that.

It was the truth. To this day, Jenny always had to have a night-light shining in her kitchen at night. She was petrified of complete darkness, like an irrational child. Evil shapes lingered in lightless closets and in shadowy corners. Things hid waiting to attack her in black rooms. Slithering beasties—fat and spider-like with venom dripping from their razor-sharp slimy fangs—lurked just around a murky corner....

Jenny inwardly shuddered and recoiled just thinking about it.

It was a paranoia of hers that embarrassed her to no end.

“Yeah,” Joey then said dreamily, “but what I recall the best is smooching in the back seats with Melissa, and Janey, and Sylvia, and then—”

“Enough already, Cassanova.” Jenny put her hands up to stop him. “Men!” she huffed, but her brown eyes were smiling.

“Joey, I think you’ve got customers to attend to, don’t you?” she inquired sweetly. “Better get back to your grill and pancakes.” A group had meandered in and was perusing the menus at a booth table, giving Laurie their orders.

Her brother chuckled, knowing he’d gotten a rise of some kind out of her. “Well, anyway, Jenny, when the Rebel reopens, all of us should go. It’ll be like old times.”

“No,” Jenny’s face closed up for a second. “Not exactly like old times.” Jeff had always gone with them. He’d adored the monster movies. “But,” her face brightened up, “I’ll take you up on that offer when it does reopen. Laurie and Dad can come, too.”

“Ha, not on your life,” her father snorted, taking a last sip of his coffee. “I like my color TV at home, just fine. Won’t catch me paying eight dollars to see a movie I can see for free in a couple of years. Just smaller, that’s all.”

“Suit yourself, Dad. Joey, Laurie and me will go by ourselves and you, you old-stick-in-the-mud, can just stay at home—alone.”

Her dad rolled his eyes at her brother, behind her back, and made a face.

Joey ignored him and winked at her. “Well, I have to make a living, so back to work. See ya later, then.” With that, he was gone.

“Well, no more reason to lollygag, girl.” Her father stood up, ready to leave, placing a generous tip for Laurie on the counter.

“We’ve got a house to paint. It’s not getting any earlier.”

“Or cooler.” Jenny peered out the large picture window behind them into the hazy summer morning. The layers of heat were shifting and glowing. She could have sworn she saw the pavement melting before her eyes.

“Off to work,” her dad announced, heading for the door, sounding and acting so much like one of the seven dwarfs in Snow White it made her laugh again. What a cutup.

“Bye Joey! See ya later,” she yelled out at the last second. As they went through the door into the morning, the warmth hit her like a hard slap.

When she strode by the boarded-up Rebel, she knocked lightly on the boards. “Be seeing ya in the movies,” she promised it fancifully.

Her dad stared at her as if she wasn’t in her right mind. “Just glad it’s reopening,” she explained self-consciously. Craning her neck, she gazed up the height of it.

“Kids,” he grumbled, good-naturedly, as they got into the station wagon.

“Dad, I’m thirty-eight, for God’s sake,” she replied.

“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, child,” he responded curtly. Jenny saw the humor underneath and breathed in deeply as she lounged against the hot seat. “Ouch, ouch.” She squirmed around trying to ease the burning through her clothes on her sensitive skin.

“I thought it only got this hot on the sun,” she grunted as they drove off and stole one quick last glance back at the old Rebel. Imagine.

The Albers’ house was a few miles out of town. Jenny let the breeze fan her flushed face through the open window, her mind daydreaming far away.

Outside, the glowering August sun’s rays splashed everything into golden shades. The car bumped along the road. The same road Jenny had traveled so many, many times in her life.

Summer Haven. A pretty little town with hilly, narrow streets and stately rambling houses, where everyone knew you. Old-fashioned. Home. She hadn’t minded coming back; in fact, she’d found she’d missed it in the ten years she’d been gone. She’d missed the woods and the sea, missed her family.

Ten years.

It was a long time to be away from home.

She only wished that Samantha lived closer and that her parents weren’t estranged.

She only wished that she weren’t so damn broke that she couldn’t even afford a plane ticket to Seattle.

Jenny frowned into the wind.

How had she gotten here? Thirty-eight and alone. No husband. No kid. Going nowhere. Lost. Joey was right, damn it. He was right.

This morning, as she’d been getting ready to go to work, she’d stared into her bathroom mirror and had seen her mother and grandmother reflecting back, not the Jenny she had always known.

A lone tear trickled down her wind-burned face. She wiped it away with a trembling finger.

Jenny, the good daughter. Jenny, the laughing young woman who’d been so in love with her first husband, Jeff, the love of her life. Jenny, the novelist, the devoted mother, so sure of herself and content...where was that Jenny?

Where had she gone? Her dreams had shattered as the years had flown by faster than anyone had ever told her they could. Life had a way of dealing the cards and they were never the cards you wanted.

When she and her brothers had been kids, Joey had wanted to be a millionaire; Tom, President; and she’d wanted to be a writer. Not just any writer, but a great writer—rich, famous, adored, married to a loving husband and mother to five perfect children.

Now look at the three of them.

Joey ran a tiny, grease pit of an excuse for a restaurant and had never loved anyone longer than a second; Tom was a mediocre salesman for a farm supply store in St. Augustine’s, had a brood of kids he couldn’t afford and a wife who lived at the bingo hall...and Jenny?
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