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      "Here, Kitty, Kitty."

      The sound of a young girl's voice walking by the open window stopped the two best friends from talking. The hair on the back of their necks rose. A shadow eclipsed the light from the streetlamp that played over part of their bodies as they lay on the bed.

      The voice grew louder.

      "Kitty? Here, Kitty, Kitty."

      The boys froze. Ricky heard Freddy gasp, but he couldn't make a sound. Ricky's little sister Myra whimpered from the opposite side of the room.

      Ricky opened his mouth and tried to yell, but nothing came out. His neck tightened and his face felt like someone had splashed cold water over it. The sides of his eyes hurt from not wanting to turn his head.

      "Grandma Bea!" Myra finally yelled.

      That yell is all it took to trigger Ricky's flight instinct. He bolted from the bed, not caring that he smashed Freddy in the stomach as he flew over him.

      Freddy didn't notice and jumped out right behind him. They darted from the room as the hall lit up when Grandma Bea turned on the lights.

      "What?" she said.

      Myra had rushed out before them and had her arms wrapped around her grandmother.

      "Grandma! Little girl! Outside! Kitty!" Myra screamed.

      There were tears in her eyes.

      Grandma Bea looked right at Ricky and knew something was wrong. Ricky just nodded.

      Grandma rushed to the living room with the boys and Myra right behind her. They were much braver with an adult between them and the entryway.

      Grandma opened the door and looked outside. She turned back. "I don't see anything."

      The moment she finished her sentence, the voice returned.

      "Here, Kitty!"

      The three jumped back and Grandma stuck her head out the doorway.

      "Hello," Bea said. "What are you doing out here so late? It's after midnight."

      A little girl's voice answered. "I was just looking for my Kitty. She ran away from me."

      Ricky moved forward and craned his head over his grandmother's shoulder, her body still protecting him.

      The girl was tiny and wearing a green, one-piece bathing suit. She was barefoot and had a small towel over her shoulder.

      "Where are your parents?" Bea asked.

      "Oh, they're not home."

      "Are you by yourself?"

      The little girl didn't answer right away. She looked at Ricky, then peered in the doorway around Bea's other side. She stared at Myra and Freddy.

      "Who's that?" she asked.

      Ricky turned around. His mother, Lori, was standing there in a tee shirt and black underwear.

      "What's going on?" she mumbled.

      "Don't worry about it," Grandma Bea said. "Go back to sleep."

      The little girl looked back at the grandmother.

      "She's pretty."

      "Where do you live?"

      She pointed to her right. "Back there a few streets down. On the corner."

      "Is anybody at your house? And were you swimming?"

      The little girl just smiled. "I have to go find Kitty."

      "Wait!" Grandma Bea said.

      The little girl turned around and walked down the driveway by Grandma Bea's parked truck.

      "Ricky, go make sure she's okay. Hurry!"

      The conversation had calmed Ricky down and he ran out in his socks to the end of the driveway. The little girl turned left as soon as she got past the vehicle, just before he reached her. When he looked in her direction, she was gone.

      He looked around the truck in case she had ducked on the other side, but nothing.

      He shook his head and turned back to his grandmother.

      "She's gone!" he yelled.

      Grandma Bea forgot about her bare feet and went running towards him.

      She looked down the block.

      "That's not possible," she said. "The next seven houses have connected fences. She'd have to go halfway down the block before she could turn back towards her street. She couldn't have run that fast."

      They all slept on Grandma Bea's floor that night.
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      The next day was a school holiday, but Grandma Bea woke Ricky up early. They were still shaken after the visit from the little girl and the boys hadn't fallen asleep until almost 3 am, so she had to shake him by his shoulders to stir him.

      "Grandma," Ricky said. "What's wrong?"

      "I have to leave and should be gone a few hours. Your mom's still asleep and I'm sure she will be for most of the day, but just look out for your sister, okay? There's plenty of food in the fridge."

      "Okay, Grandma," Ricky mumbled.

      He fell back to sleep by the time she walked out of the room.

      Ricky and Freddy woke up around noon. They were sore from sleeping on the floor in Grandma Bea's room but got up and ate, then played video games while Myra watched television in the living room. They didn't mention the little girl at all.

      Grandma Bea finally returned later that afternoon. She had been gone for hours and walked through the door with a concerned look on her face.

      "Grandma, what's wrong?" Myra asked.

      Ricky heard the door open and his sister's question from his room. He paused the video game, and he and Freddy walked out to see what was going on.

      Bea looked at Ricky and he knew something was up.

      "Myra, go to your room," she said.

      Myra looked at her grandmother, disappointed. "It's about that little girl last night, right?"

      "You're too perceptive for your own good, little one. I hope that helps you when you're older. Still, go to your room. If you behave, I'll get you some extra junk at the Fiesta tomorrow."

      Myra did as she was told. She had been excited about the Fiesta all week.

      Once they heard the door to her room close, Ricky moved toward his grandmother.

      "What is it, Grandma Bea?"

      "I went to see a few friends from the neighborhood. I covered almost ten houses across three different streets over seven blocks. Three different people saw or talked to that little girl last night. And those were just the ones that wanted to admit it."

      "They saw her, too?"

      "Yes, some did. Mrs. Blackmon down the street said that she also heard the little girl chasing after her cat, but it was Janie that had the best information."

      "The nosy one that's always asking about Mom?"

      "Yes, that one. Well, her nosiness helped for once. She asked the little girl where she lived like I did, but after she pointed and told her, Janie kept pressing her. She asked her where exactly. She told her on Creek Street on the corner."

      "That's like three streets down, right?"

      "Yes. So this morning, Janie went down to that street because it sounded familiar to her. She went to the house and saw what was left of it. In all the years we've lived in this neighborhood, that place where her house sits has always been empty and just seems like it's an extended side yard. Janie said there's a foundation slab, but it's covered in grass."

      "So there's nothing but a slab?" Ricky asked. "Was there ever a house there?"

      "This is where her nosiness goes to another level. She went to the Stone Creek County Clerk's office to get the property history and found out the last residents there were a family named Seger. They were a married couple that lived there over thirty years ago with four kids, and one night the house caught fire. They all got out, but one of their daughters ran back in looking for her cat. Her parents rushed in after her and the house collapsed. The three of them were killed, leaving three orphans behind. The house was never rebuilt since no one wanted to build there after finding out such a horrible tragedy had occurred, so the city decided to maintain ownership and leave the lot empty."

      "Are you sure it was that little girl?"

      "Janie got a record of the incident and showed me a copy. The little girl loved to play in her small plastic pool and wore her bathing suit to bed sometimes. She was wearing it that night and when they found her body, she was holding her cat. Its name was Kitty."

      "Are you saying," Freddy said, his voice rising, "that we talked to a ghost?"

      "It seems it's at least possible that happened," Bea answered without hesitation.

      "I think I'm going to be sick," Freddy said.

      Ricky was struck silent for a few seconds before his face lit up.

      "Are you kidding? That's one of the coolest things that's ever happened. We saw a ghost! If she would have tried to kill us or looked like Freddy Krueger, then okay, that's not cool and I'd be terrified, but come on! How many people can say they saw and talked to a ghost?"

      Freddy half smiled. "I guess you're right, but I still feel like I might pass out."

      A look of concern came over Ricky's face. "Grandma, so has she been haunting this place all this time? I mean, has anyone else seen her before last night?"

      "That's what's strange," Grandma said. "No. I've lived here so long and know most of the neighbors on the next few streets, but I've never heard about her before. If a spirit had been haunting this area, you'd think someone would have said something or seen something long ago."

      "So, why now?"

      Grandma Bea shook her head. "I don't know, but that same question has me worried."

      "Worried about what?" Ricky asked.

      "If that girl appeared to so many people last night, she had to have a reason. It's not a good sign. A spirit usually wanders because it died suddenly or has unfinished business. She did die in a tragedy, but as far as we know, she's never been seen before and that makes me think she was here for a completely different reason. From what the neighbors said, it sounds like she was looking for something more than her Kitty."
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      Ricky's alarm went off early the next morning. His first thoughts were about the little girl, but Myra came running into the room for a welcomed interruption.

      "Hurry, Ricky. Today's Fiesta!"

      "You're supposed to knock, Myra."

      "I'm sorry, but come on. I want to get there early in case they run out of funnel cakes!"

      Grandma had promised to take them to Fiesta this year. She had taken Ricky when he was twelve, but they hadn't returned since. Fiesta, an annual festival held every April in San Antonio, is a huge event that shuts down part of the city for ten days. Various locations host vendors and music in a massive celebration that involves the local communities, businesses, and universities.

      Freddy was going with them but had stayed at home the night before to clean his room or his mother wouldn't let him go. Ricky realized this would be the first time in almost a year that the entire family would be going somewhere together. Things had been bad with their mother Lori for a few years, but the last year had been the worst. Some days she was completely incoherent and wouldn't get out of bed. Ricky was hoping it would be a good day for them all, especially Myra, but was trying hard to not show his excitement.

      Ricky got up with Myra tugging at his shirt. He was riding on only a few hours of sleep. He texted Freddy to make sure he was up and getting ready.

      Ricky had showered the night before and was ready within twenty minutes. He peeked in on his sister and he could tell she was as excited as he was without making any effort to hide it. She was wearing a green Mexican dress with bright yellow and red flowers around the top and hem.

      Ricky walked to the living room and heard his grandmother in the kitchen.

      "What time are we leaving, Grandma?" Ricky asked.

      "Maybe another 15-20 minutes," she said.

      She didn't make eye contact with him and Ricky's heart sank. He knew his grandmother better than she realized.

      "She's not coming, is she?"

      Grandma raised her eyes and they were moist.

      "No. She can't get out of bed."

      Ricky didn't want to ask, but he couldn't help himself.

      "Why?"

      "You know why."

      "No, but why specifically this time. Did something happen?"

      She looked at him a second.

      "Grandma, I'm almost eighteen. I'm about to start my senior year. Just tell me."

      Bea let out a deep sigh. She knew he was right.

      "She left the house sometime last night. I heard her come in about an hour ago. She could barely walk and I only understood a few words."

      It was something Ricky had seen more times than he wanted to admit.

      "I'm not going to let Myra down. She's been looking forward to this all week. I want her to have a good time."

      "I want you to have a good time, too, Grandson."

      Ricky walked up to her and hugged her. "Thank you, Grandma. I will. Freddy will be there, too, so that will help. We'll have fun."

      Grandma smiled. "Good. Then go make sure Myra's ready. Go ahead and break it to her. It's easier coming from you."

      Ricky walked into her room and Myra was still looking at herself in the mirror and swinging her dress from side to side.

      "You ready, Myra?"

      "Yes, is it time to go?"

      "Almost. I have a little bit of bad news."

      "Mom's not going, right?"

      Ricky nodded.

      "It's okay. I know she gets sick a lot. I heard her and Grandma talking."

      She tried to look happy, but Ricky saw her face drop.

      "You're pretty smart for a ten-year-old, Myra. We'll have fun. I'll buy you an extra funnel cake if it makes you feel better."

      Her smile brightened again.

      "And a churro, too?"

      "Don't push your luck," Ricky said as he smiled.

      "That's a yes. Okay, I'm ready."

      Myra had her big brother wrapped around her little finger as long as she stayed out of his room, and she knew it.

      They left twenty minutes later. They were in Grandma's 4-Runner and had plenty of room during the trip.

      "How long will it take to get there?" Myra asked.

      She was bouncing in her seat. She had been to Fiesta when she was smaller but didn't remember much more than the food.

      "Once we get out of Stone Creek, maybe 45 minutes to an hour, depending on traffic," Grandma said. "I haven't driven into downtown San Antonio in a few months, but traffic never changes and Fiesta will make it worse."

      "I can't wait!" she screamed.

      Ricky and Freddy were on their phones, playing a game against each other. Ricky was only half paying attention. He usually destroyed Freddy on this particular game but was thinking about what kind of junk food he would get instead.

      They were on their 10th match when the truck slowed down.

      Traffic was backed up.

      "We're close!" Bea said.

      Ricky looked up and saw the exit signs for downtown San Antonio.

      "Is this the only place we're going?" Myra asked.

      "We'll see. This will be the busiest location. I wanted to see the Fiesta King crowned, but we're already too late. Let's see if we can find parking."

      The traffic exiting from the interstate was slow but moving. They found paid parking about two blocks from an entrance.

      The boys and Myra walked fast, making sure to ease up enough for their grandmother to catch up.

      They hit the first fenced entrance and walked in. The music was already blaring. They passed the stage and Myra slowed down to watch the band that was performing. Grandma rushed back to pull her along. There was already a slowdown of people. The stage connected to an enclosed indoor area. They passed the stage and walked in to the mass of vendors surrounding every side and corner of space. The indoor vendors sold a profusion of interesting, artsy knick-knacks and clothes. It was still early, so they walked outside to the food vendors. There was already a pack of people but they wanted to be sure they got something good before anything ran out.

      "What does everybody want? Nothing sweet yet!"

      Grandma stared at Myra as she said this, although it was Ricky who stopped himself halfway to saying, "Funnel cake!"

      Grandma and Myra got some breakfast tacos.

      "I want a turkey leg," Ricky said.

      "At ten in the morning?" Grandma asked.

      "Of course. It's Fiesta!"

      She handed Ricky some money and he and Freddy walked down towards a turkey leg booth. The line was already eleven people deep.

      They got their turkey legs and met Bea and Myra in a central area filled with tables. There were no available seats, so they stood up in a circle.

      "I want to hear some music," Bea said.

      They returned to the stage where they had entered and listened to a Tejano band for about 30 minutes before Myra got antsy.

      "Grandma, can we go? I don't even know what they're saying."

      "Okay, after this song. Your Grandfather and I used to dance to this. It was one of his favorites."

      "You miss him?" Myra asked.

      Bea nodded and smiled as she finished listening to the song. Myra gave her a hug.

      Once the song was over, they returned to the indoor shopping area. This time, however, they walked through it, perusing the various merchandise. Bea checked on some purses and blankets, buying a small red coin purse for herself. The boys followed, but other than checking out a few guitars, they stayed with Bea and Myra. Once they finished shopping, they walked to the opposite end of the building and went outside again to the larger open area. They were thrust into a mass of wall-to-wall people and drifted as the crowd formed dual lines against each other, like cars trying to stay in their lanes on a small road. Myra held on to her grandmother and Ricky stood behind her, making sure she didn't take off. Myra turned her head trying to see what she could, but her view was mostly blocked.

      "This is so cool!" she said.

      She pulled on her grandma. "Can I get one of those?"

      Grandma Bea stopped. She cut left through the oncoming line of traffic and made it to where Myra had pointed. It was a vendor tent filled with handmade jewelry.

      "I want a necklace, Grandma!"

      They started browsing.

      Ricky looked over and saw a booth with glass frames with various pictures in them.

      "Grandma, we're going to go to that booth with the pictures, okay?"

      She looked over to make sure she knew which booth it was.

      "Fine, but either stay there so we can meet you or come right back here."

      Ricky nodded.

      He elbowed Freddy. "Let's go!"

      This routine continued for the next few hours. They checked out the vendors, bought junk and stopped at different stages to hear a few bands. Grandma danced to a few songs she recognized, and Myra got up to dance with her when she wasn't stuffing her face. Ricky bought her the extra funnel cake and churro he promised her.

      Myra ran up to her grandmother with white funnel cake powder still all over her mouth. Ricky smiled as he saw them laughing and dancing together, lacking the embarrassment most teenagers might have had seeing a parent or grandparent dancing in public. Ricky was just happy to be away from home and doing something they could all enjoy as a family. Even if Lori wasn't there.

      He knew his grandmother was the reason.

      As the day progressed, they made it to one of the last streets in the downtown area filled with more vendors. Myra had worn herself out and was in a sugar coma, tired and dragging. As they moved, Ricky looked down the line of stores behind the line of outdoor booths. Something caught his eye.

      "Check that out!" Ricky said, pointing to a store window.

      "Cool!" Freddy said.

      Ricky looked at his grandmother. She nodded and moved to an empty bench.

      "We'll be right there," Ricky said as he pointed to the store with a multitude of items in the window.

      The boys rushed into the store. Various objects filled the walls and displays, but it was the sugar skulls that had caught his eye. The shelves held various sizes of ceramic skulls with multiple designs and patterns adorning them. Some were about the size of his hand, others were the size of a regular human skull, but most were several sizes between.

      "These are awesome," Freddy said. "Are you going to get one?"

      "I don't know. Just want to make sure I get something I want. Something cool to remember today by. Are you getting one?"

      "Dude, I came here to eat. I'm buying at least one more sugar filled fruit cup and another funnel cake. If I don't puke tonight, this trip wasn't worth it."

      Ricky glanced through the different skulls that were spread out in different sections and then reached the end of the aisle he was on. These sugar skulls were arranged from smaller to larger sizes. The smaller ones were nice but Ricky wanted something he could display.

      "Some of these look great," Freddy said. "You find one you like?"

      "I'm not sure. I want something from this section. Some great stuff. I like the mariachi skull with the electric guitars painted on it."

      Ricky scanned the area, and then something stood out. The skulls, although different sizes, all had similar coloring. There were some with red flowers, blue streaks and black eyes, others with black or blue eye sockets and yellow or pink coloring. The one that stood out was a mid-size skull, sitting in the middle of the section alone, almost hidden in the back.

      Ricky picked it up.

      "This one is different," he said.

      The skull was white, with blue flowers and designs all over with dark red trim around the eyes and a red rose on either side of the upper skull. He stared into the empty sockets. Something about it kept his attention. He stared at it and moved it around, checking for cracks.

      "You going to make out with it?" Freddy said.

      "Nah, I'll let you. Closest thing you'll get to a girl this year."

      Freddy tried to punch him in the arm but he darted away.

      "Hey!" the worker at the cash register yelled. "You break you buy!"

      They looked around. Almost everything in the store was fragile.

      Ricky stopped.

      "Get it over with," he said and closed his eyes.

      Freddy gave him a solid punch on the shoulder. Ricky winced, but let it go.

      "Totally worth it, but I'm taking your girlfriend home."

      Ricky pulled out his wallet. He had money saved up from mowing a few lawns and a little that he hadn't spent yet that Grandma Bea had given him.

      He went up to the register. He didn't see a price tag on it.

      "How much is this?" he asked.

      "The medium-sized ones are twenty-five dollars."

      That seemed pricey, but it was Fiesta. Prices would be higher. He thought for a moment. He held the skull up and stared into his eyes. He would always associate this with Fiesta and this day. He thought of Myra and her dancing with Grandma Bea and enjoying hanging out with his best friend. He also thought about the new game he'd been saving up for. He looked at the skull a few seconds longer and opened his wallet. He could mow a few more lawns and get the game later.

      "I'll take it."

      He paid and the clerk bagged the skull with a few layers of paper before sticking it in a plastic bag.

      The boys left and met Bea and Myra on the bench. Myra was laying her head on Grandma's shoulder.

      "What did you buy?" Bea asked.

      "One of the sugar skulls," he replied.

      "A calavera? Let me see it."

      "They wrapped it so it won't break. I can show you when we get home."

      "Okay. Are you boys ready to go? Myra has had enough."

      They had been there almost nine hours, but Ricky and Freddy looked at each other and smiled. Grandma shook her head.

      "ANOTHER funnel cake?"

      It had been a good day.
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      The Fiesta trip had worn Ricky out, so he slept in. Freddy had gone home. Ricky woke up close to eleven to the sound of Myra playing in the living room. He looked up at his desk and his sugar skull was right where he had placed it the night before next to his computer. He smiled as he remembered Myra's happy, content face on the way home before she had fallen asleep. It had been a good time.

      Once Ricky realized he wasn't going to go back to sleep, he washed up and walked into the living room where Myra was still going full speed.

      "It was fun yesterday, right Ricky?"

      Ricky grunted and gave a small nod.

      "Where's Grandma?"

      "She went shopping. She just left a little while ago."

      "Ricky!"

      It was his mother Lori's voice. She came running into the living room wearing a snug tee shirt and tights, and her hair looked like it hadn't seen a brush in days.

      "Ricky! Myra! Let's watch something!"

      Lori's words were falling over each other and she barely breathed between each staccato syllable. She jumped on the couch next to Myra and hugged her tight.

      "My baby girl! I love you sooo much! What do you want to watch, honey?"

      Myra looked up. "Something Disney? Lion King?"

      "Yes! Lion King sounds great! Ricky, are you in?"

      Ricky had stuff to do. He wanted to play games online with Freddy and some other school friends on his PlayStation or PC, but this was a rare opportunity. The last time it was just him, Myra and Mom doing something family-like was over six months ago. Even though he figured she was trying to make up for missing Fiesta, the excitement on Myra's face already told him what he would do.

      "Sure, Mom."

      He sat down as Lori leaned over Myra and hugged him around the neck. She kissed his cheek.

      "I love you, baby boy! You're the best son ever!"

      Myra squealed, "My nose!"

      Lori had scraped her shirt sleeve on Myra's face when she planted the kiss on Ricky.

      "Grab the movie, honey!" Mom yelled. "Oh, wait, we need snacks! I'll make something. Get the movie ready!"

      Myra was excited and rushed to the console. She looked around frantically.

      "Ricky, where's the remote?"

      "You used the TV last. Where were you sitting?"

      "There, next to where you are. Check the insides of the couch."

      Ricky stuck his hand between the cushions on one side, but found nothing. He reached between the side of the couch and the cushion he was sitting on and felt something sticky and mushy between his fingers.

      He already knew what it was.

      "You were eating marshmallows on the couch again?" Ricky asked as he stared at the white stuff now embedded between his fingers and in his nails.

      "Yes, sorry. We're out now. Grandma's gonna buy me more."

      "You need to clean this up, Myra. This is gross."

      "Oh, never mind. Found the remote!"

      She ignored her big brother as she pulled the remote from under some letters on the coffee table.

      Ricky grabbed a few paper towels, cleaned up the rest of the marshmallow mess and walked off to the bathroom to wash his hands. He returned and saw his mother in the kitchen. Lori opened the refrigerator, then closed it as she rushed to the pantry. Ricky eased back to his seat but couldn't stop looking at his mother as she followed a manic pattern of opening the refrigerator, pulling an item out, then returning to the pantry and coming back, then opening the fridge again and putting back items and pulling out new ones. This process went on for over seven cycles before she started looking in the drawers for utensils and the lower cabinets for cookware. She pulled out three different size pans before settling on a medium-sized one.

      Lori placed the pan on the stove and opened some items from the fridge.

      She pulled out a tomato and started slicing it, and when she got to the last piece to slice, she raised the knife and brought it down like she was a human guillotine. The tomato splashed and she laughed, sporting the biggest smile she had shown her children in a long time.

      She was having fun.

      "What are you making, Mom?" Ricky asked, still unable to figure it out.

      "It's a mutt!" she yelled through smiling teeth. "A little mix of this, a little mix of that."

      She continued making whatever she was making, throwing weenies in the pan, some onions and green pepper slices, then added a second pan and threw in some kind of meat. This continued for about ten more minutes when she returned to the pantry one more time.

      The smell of something burning overcame the room while she was in the pantry.

      "Mom," Ricky said louder than normal, trying his best not to yell.

      "Yes, honey?" came her voice from the pantry.

      "I think the food's burning."

      She rushed out with a bag of popcorn in her hand.

      She picked up the first pan and slid the food off onto an empty plate.

      "It's okay. It's Cajun style. Extra spicy!" she emphasized the last word with a hiss and a smile.

      She was enjoying every second.

      Lori put the bag of popcorn in the microwave and set the timer before returning to the second pan.

      "Is the movie ready, Myra?" Lori asked.

      Myra nodded. "Yes, Mom. Just waiting for you."

      Mom smiled. "You are so beautiful, sweetheart. Did I ever tell you when you were born that you ripped my insides out so bad I couldn't sit for two weeks?"

      Myra made a horrible grimace. "No, but it's okay if you never tell me that ever again."

      Lori started laughing. "You put a whole new row of stretch marks on me! But they were worth every one to bring you into this world."

      She reached her fingers up and blew her a kiss. "I love, love, love you!"

      Myra's eyebrows ruffled. "I love you, too, Mom."

      Lori returned to her pan and used a spatula to move around whatever she was making. She returned to the pantry one more time and came out with hamburger buns.

      Ricky thought burgers were a good choice.

      Lori pulled out more plates and started putting stuff together right as the microwave started beeping. Fortunately, she hadn't overset the clock and the popcorn smelled great. She poured it into a bowl and went back to preparing the plates of food.

      "Come help me, Son. This is going to be soooo incredible! Movie time with my babies! Couldn't ask for a better day."

      Ricky walked over and grabbed some plates. He wasn't sure what they were, though. The buns had something in them, but he didn't want to risk making a face and making his mom feel bad.

      Instead, he moved back to the coffee table in the living room and set a plate in front of Myra and the place his mom would sit. He went back for the last one.

      "Grab some drinks!" Lori said, almost singing. "Get whatever you want!"

      Ricky went to the refrigerator and grabbed a juice for Myra and a soda for himself. There were a few cans of beer, but he decided to grab a soda for his mom, too.

      He returned as Lori was placing the bowl of popcorn on the table. She sat down, looking at the menu screen for the movie.

      "Go ahead and start it, honey."

      Myra had her plate in her hands and looked at the burger. Ricky sat down and watched her pull the top bun off. The weenies were cut into pieces and were black all the way through. Cheese and potato chips were also mixed in with tomatoes, pickles and what looked like jelly. There were also pieces of ham slices that were scorched. Myra was about to say something. Ricky saw her lips moving and interrupted.

      "How's the popcorn?" he asked.

      Myra looked at him. He gave her a look and after her forehead scrunched up, she got it.

      "All good," Myra said. "Let's start the movie."

      Ricky picked up his smorgas-burger. He looked over and Lori had her arm wrapped around Myra and was smiling as she ate some popcorn. Ricky closed his eyes, pulled the burger up and coughed as the burned meat wouldn't go past his throat.

      Lori turned to look right at him. She still had that crazy happy smile.

      Ricky gulped, smiled back and forced a swallow. It wasn't bad, in fact, it was terrible. He feared that somehow it would burn a hole in his stomach and he'd be in the emergency room in about twenty minutes, but Lori was still looking at him so he took another bite.

      "Honey, why don't you try your burger?"

      Myra's eyes widened. She glanced at her brother, who was trying to use his eyes to point towards the bowl on the coffee table.

      "I'm okay, Mommy. I'm not that hungry, so I'll just have some popcorn."

      Lori smiled as Myra reached into the bowl.

      Ricky put his burger back on the table and pushed it as far back as he could so he wouldn't have to smell it.

      The family was calm as the opening scene started.

      Lori reached over and grabbed her burger. While still staring at the screen, she took a huge bite. Her eyes closed with each chew.

      "That is so good! I surprised myself!"

      Her excitement sounded genuine and Ricky wasn't going to do anything to spoil the moment.

      "Thanks, Mom," Ricky said. "It's really good."

      "Oh," she yelled just as Simba was being presented to the animals on Pride Rock. "I just remembered I have a blank canvas. Let's paint!"

      Myra looked at her. "The movie just started, Mom."

      "It's okay. We can do both."

      Lori leaped from the couch and ran towards the back of the house. She returned a few minutes later with a box, a canvas and an easel. She pulled the coffee table aside and set up the canvas.

      "Come on!" she said, pulling Myra off the couch.

      Lori pulled out some tubes of paint and laid some papers on the floor. She picked up the tubes and squeezed the paints on the paper.

      "Ready?" she said, looking at Ricky and Myra.

      "Ready for what?" Myra asked. "Where are the brushes?"

      "No brushes!" she squealed as she dipped her hands into the blue paint and started forming small shapes with the fingers on her right hand. Paint was dripping off the canvas.

      Ricky tried not to panic. He knew his grandmother would freak if any paint got on the couches.

      "Mom, can we move these back a little? I need more room."

      She turned to look at him and her smile faded for the first time. She focused on him a few seconds and smiled again.

      "Yes, my baby boy, who isn't so little anymore."

      She reached up and smeared some blue paint on his cheek.

      Ricky moved the canvas back, as far away from the couch as possible. He could clean anything on the floor, but couches were a different story.

      Myra looked at her big brother. He nodded. Myra smiled as she dipped her fingers in the yellow and joined her mom. Ricky hesitated, then went for the red and started painting.

      Lori was running her fingers and hands onto the canvas in a frenzy as their combined work in progress became a multitude of color splashes, running everywhere, making no sense at all. Lori clapped her hands together, splashing some paint, then wiped her hands on her shorts and looked over her children's creation.

      "That's beautiful! Keep going!"

      Myra and Ricky kept on painting and then Lori sat down on the couch. Any worries Ricky had about protecting the couches were now moot. Lori put her painted hands on the arms of the couch and her wet shorts sat right on a cushion. Her head then fell in almost slow motion and she was asleep ten seconds after it landed on the arm of the couch.

      Ricky just stared at his mother lying there, asleep.

      It was good while it lasted. Myra turned and looked at her, the glow in her face fading.

      "Go ahead and finish what you're doing, Myra," Ricky said. "Mom wore herself out."

      She nodded and smiled at her big brother and returned to finish her painting.

      Ricky walked to the kitchen and found a towel/rag. He wet it down and wrung it out before returning to his mother. He wiped down her arms and shorts and tried to wipe off as much paint as he could from the couch.

      That's when the door opened.

      Grandma Bea walked in with a bag of groceries in her hand.

      "Hi, guys. How are..."

      She stopped and her face went pale when she saw what was happening.

      Myra's eyes got big. "I'm sorry, Grandma. I'll put this stuff away."

      Bea sighed as she put her bag on the counter.

      "It's okay. Finish what you were doing. It's not your fault."

      Ricky helped his grandmother put the groceries away and then returned to try to clean off the rest of his mother.

      "Do you think you can carry her?" Grandma asked.

      It had been awhile, but he knew he could. She seemed to be thinner and thinner with every passing month.

      They all knew waking her would be impossible for a few hours. When she crashed this hard, it was pointless to try.

      Ricky lifted his mother and slung her over his shoulder, her head and limp arms falling to his back. He carried her back to her bedroom. Years ago she had the one main bedroom upstairs, but because of moments like this, Grandma Bea had switched her own downstairs master bedroom with Lori's since it was near the back door. Bea hoped this would encourage Lori to sneak in and out without disturbing the kids. She had slipped down the stairs trying to sneak in and out more times than anyone could count. However, most of the time she still came through the front door, defeating the entire purpose.

      Ricky reached her room, stepped over a mound of clothes on the floor, and tried to ease her onto the bed. Bea came in.

      "We need to get those wet shorts off her first."

      When Ricky was younger, he would close his eyes when his mom would run around wearing little to no clothes in the house ranting and raving, but it had become so commonplace that it no longer fazed him.

      Bea pulled her shorts off as Ricky still carried her and was relieved that she was wearing underwear, but the shorts got stuck on Lori's foot. As the shorts snapped back in Bea's hands, Ricky's weight shifted awkwardly and he dropped Lori on the bed. Her head scraped the headboard, but she never noticed.

      He adjusted her legs and set her on her pillows. He started to place a blanket over her.

      "Just leave her," Grandma Bea said. "I'll see if I can clean her up a little more."

      Ricky moved towards the doorway as he and his grandmother switched places. He stood there a moment and watched Bea grab a towel to clean the rest of her daughter off.

      "I'm going to change her into fresh clothes. Can you help your sister clean up the mess in the living room?"

      Ricky nodded and closed the door. He felt an emptiness in his chest. He knew she was sick, but had never lost hope that she might get better.

      He reached his sister, who was already putting away the paints and equipment.

      "I'll get the easel. Good job, Myra. You're almost as good as Mom."

      Lori was a talented artist. The walls used to be lined with her art that depicted beautiful and detailed buildings in Italy and France, others with people in different locations and some with horses running free. Most of that art was in the garage or long gone now.

      "It was fun, wasn't it?" Ricky asked.

      Myra smiled. "Yes, it had been a long time."

      Ricky smiled. He would take a good thirty minutes with his mom once every few months rather than nothing at all, as long as it gave Myra some good memories to keep with her.
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      The weekend after Fiesta and the failed painting party, Ricky and Freddy were out on a Saturday, playing basketball with a few friends from the neighborhood. Freddy slipped and scraped his elbow and was still bleeding when the boys returned to Ricky's as the sun was going down.

      They walked into a quiet house.

      "Grandma! Myra! We're home!"

      Grandma walked out of the hallway.

      "Your sister is at Karen's house. She's going to spend the night. Karen's having a party tomorrow and wanted to have a sleepover tonight."

      "And Mom?"

      "I don't know. She hasn't been here all day."

      She noticed Freddy's arm.

      "What happened?"

      "Freddy fell playing basketball. We're going to clean him up."

      "No, no. Come here to the bathroom with me, Freddy."

      She took him in, cleaned out the wound with water and a towel, and then took out a bottle of peroxide.

      "That's going to burn, right?" Freddy said.

      "Freddy," Bea said. "Would you rather feel the cut?"

      "No," he whispered.

      "She's trying to tell you nicely not to be a baby," Ricky said, smiling.

      "Shut up," Freddy said.

      He let out a hiss as Bea poured the peroxide on his arm.

      "See, that wasn't so bad," Bea said. "Plus, I don't want you getting blood on my floors. I barely got all the paint off them from the Picasso Party."

      Freddy nodded. Although he wasn't there, Ricky had told him all about it.

      She put two Band-Aids on his scrape.

      "That should do it. Put new Band-Aids and more peroxide or some Neosporin on after you take your next shower."

      "That'll be at least a week," Ricky said, laughing.

      Freddy moved to punch him but recoiled when he felt the scrape burning.

      "Settle down," Bea said. "You're good now."

      "Thank you," Freddy said.

      "Okay, Grandma," Ricky said. "We're going to be in the room playing games."

      "All right. Love you both to the moon and back."

      "Love you, too, Grandma," Ricky said.

      "Love you, Grandma Number Three," Freddy followed.

      The boys went into Ricky's room as Grandma pulled some food out of the fridge.

      Freddy sat on the edge of the bed and Ricky sat in his study chair, which he used more for gaming than studying.

      He flipped on his television and pulled up the latest version of Madden football.

      Freddy chose the Dallas Cowboys as usual, while Ricky picked the Houston Texans. They both loved each team, but Freddy won a bet giving him access to the Cowboys for a year. It was a close contest which he barely won, but he had used a cheat code while Ricky was in the bathroom. Ricky knew he had cheated, but at the time, Freddy was having a tough time with his parents divorcing, so he let it go.

      They played for the next few hours into the evening. Lori hadn't returned, but the boys hadn't noticed.

      The competition was fierce, and they were tied 4 to 4. It was almost midnight when they kicked into the tie-breaking game and were soon yelling as they traded touchdowns. Freddy was standing up as he'd just intercepted Ricky's quarterback in the final quarter when the game shut off.

      "Hey!" Freddy yelled. "You did that on purpose!"

      Ricky lifted his controller with both hands still holding it. He moved to check the TV when a loud whooshing sound flew by his ears. He looked back and both boys stared as the two window curtains flew up like they were hit with a heavy wind.

      "You have the windows open?" Freddy asked.

      Ricky's face went white as he shook his head and the curtains continued to dance.

      Something moved and they shifted their gaze to Ricky's desk.

      The sugar skull was looking right at them.

      "Was that..." Freddy started.

      "I put the skull facing towards my face when I sleep. It moved."

      "Don't try to mess with me, Ricky. You know I'm not into scary."

      The skull turned slowly, making a complete circle and as it stopped to face them again, the eyes glowed a dull blue.

      The boys didn't hesitate. They scrambled out the door. Ricky was first but tripped on something and fell in the hall. The boys looked down.

      Grandma Bea lay in a heap, her hand reaching out to nothing.

      "Grandma!" Ricky yelled, the fear in his chest now compounding as he saw the woman who had raised him and his sister lying helpless.

      She grunted and her hand moved in his direction.

      "Freddy, call 9-1-1! Hurry!"

      They heard a door creak across the house. They looked across the hall and saw the back of Ricky's mom's dress as she walked into her room and the door slammed behind her.

      "Mom!" Ricky yelled. "MOM!"

      Freddy stood there.

      "What are you doing? Call!"

      Freddy stood frozen another few seconds before he pulled out his phone and dialed. He ran to the living room to make the call and stuttered out the address.

      "Ricky," Grandma whispered, her head still not moving.

      Ricky bent down and put his face to hers.

      "Grandma, are you okay? The ambulance is coming. What can I do?"

      She opened her eyes and looked at him, then reached for his face.

      "I'll always be with you. Take care of your sister. I love you."

      "I love you too Grandma, but you're going to be..."

      Her eyes closed as her hand fell. Her entire body went limp.

      Ricky shook her. He yelled for his mother one last time before slumping down on the floor. He knew she was gone.

      Ricky looked back into his room as he heard another sound. The skull's glowing blue eyes were pulsing now. It didn't move again, but he felt like it could see right through him and that it somehow knew the reason Grandma Bea was dead.
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