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NO ONE LOVES YOU MORE THAN ME.

NO ONE!
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“There is an ultimate weakness in violence. It multiplies evil and violence in the universe. It doesn’t solve any problems.”

-Martin Luther King
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THIS WAS HIS NIGHT. He wouldn’t allow anything to mar what he was about to set in motion.

He killed the engine and waited inside his van as darkness fell. He saw a light come on in an upstairs window of the contemporary clapboard house across the road. 

Reaching for the bottle on the seat beside him, he gulped a mouthful of water while continuing to watch the house.

When the light went off, he gloved up and climbed out of the van onto the quiet residential Santa Barbara Street where the sultry sea breeze caressed his face and set the palm fronds rustling. Their menacing shadows swooped and retreated on the lamp-lit sidewalk. He paused to wipe the beads of sweat from his forehead with a tissue and stuffed it in his pocket. Cautiously, he skirted the large oak tree beside the driveway.

The soft, flickering glow from a television seeped from under the curtains at the window as he crept across the lawn heading to the garage. Small stones scattered when he stumbled on the uneven pathway. Jesus, he cursed silently as he hesitated.

Thankfully, no dog barked. He pulled out a penlight, shone its beam low, until he reached the back entrance of the garage.

Once inside, hands trembling with adrenaline, he dropped the penlight. It clattered to the floor and went off. Cursing again to himself, he scrambled around in the dark until his fingers closed around it.

Opening the Ford, he leaned under the steering wheel, felt for the hood release and pulled it. Holding the penlight in his mouth, he lifted the hood and found the hydraulic brake fluid line. He pulled his wrench from his pocket, undid the nut holding line and eased it off with urgent fingers. Finally, he gently closed the hood.

Back in his van, he tried to still his trembling hands and ignore the nervous sweat soaking his shirt. He itched to rip the garment from his body.

About an hour later, the external house lights went on, and a tall, slim man and a boy carrying a stuffed animal appeared. 

The father opened the garage door and secured the child into the Ford, went around and climbed in. He backed the vehicle onto the street and drove away.

He tailed them, keeping several car lengths away so as not to arouse suspicion, his heart thumping with anticipation.

The Ford picked up speed down the hill, took the first curve too fast and the next one even faster. It careened on two wheels at the next curve and flew over the embankment, tumbling end over end, tearing bushes and bouncing off boulders. Over and over the Ford pitched with bits of vehicle tearing away until it halted in the valley, wheels spinning. Breathing hard with pent-up pleasure, he stopped to see if the man or his son climbed from the battered vehicle.

When the Ford erupted into flames, he punched the air as the feeling of absolute power surged through him. 
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STEPHANI ROBBINS LOOKED up from the slides of tissue cultures she was checking for signs of necrosis. Her back ached. She leaned forward and rubbed it.

Nina Mumszuk, her friend and co-worker, set down the cultures she’d seeded on the white bench top and pulled down her face mask. “I spent the weekend looking at houses in Mesa. Vassily thinks we should wait 'till we have more savings, but I want my own place.”

Stephani saved the results of the latest round of tests. “I should be buying, as there are still some bargains, but I’m not exactly sure where I want to live.”

Three capped and masked heads turned towards them.

“People used to say that you couldn’t lose with real estate.” Richard Dixon, her colleague and head tissue engineer, said. “Coffee anyone?”

“Yes please. I’ll sort through the mail.” Stephani said.

Fred Lincoln returned to calibrating the injection robot.

“I’ll go,” Nina said. “The usual, Richard?” When he nodded, then Nina asked Stephani.

“Same here.” Stephani bypassed bench tops and let herself into the glass corridor that led to three offices. They always reminded her of linked rows of goldfish tanks, like the ones she’d longingly pressed her face against as a small child at the local mall. She tugged at the face mask ties that had caught in her black hair as she strode to her office.

Her forgotten morning cup of coffee was on her desk. She started to sort the mail into two piles, one for Richard and the other for herself, until she came upon a pink envelope without a return address or company logo, addressed to her:

Doctor Stephani Robbins, Senior Tissue Engineer

Rigby Research Inc.

55-78 Desert Sun Drive

Scottsdale, AZ 85251 

The envelope had an embossed edge like an invitation.

Richard strolled in with two coffees and paused when he spotted her abandoned cup. “You got take-out.”

“That’s from this morning. Thanks. Just put mine on the desk.”

He took a sip and leaned over her shoulder. “Any of that for me, Doc?”

“Stop it. Just because I’ve got a few letters after my name.”

“Just teasing.” He grinned. “You’re always so serious. I’d do anything for a smile.”

If he could call her “doc” because she had a doctorate, then she could do the same for him. “Sure, Professor Dixon.” That didn't come out the way she'd intended. It sounded like she was being sarcastic. God, she wished she could be glib like Iantha, her half-sister from her mother’s second marriage, and get away with it.

“Now... now. I see you’re still getting loads of stuff forwarded from our L.A. branch.”

She took a sip of her coffee. The aroma reminded her of when her mom used to have one on the go as she got ready for work. Stephani had to be up and have her nose in her books.

“I’m not working two jobs for nothing. You’d better study hard and get a degree,” her mother had always said. 

Stephani looked up to see Richard rake his fingers though his unruly black hair. He was always trying to tame it. A Harvard graduate, Richard had been headhunted by Rigby.

His hands were large with prominent veins on the back and his fingers were almost squared off. And she remembered from when they’d first met, he had a handshake with a sure grip.

“I’m beginning to wonder if our suppliers bother to update their records. I emailed them two months ago when I transferred,” she said.

“Obviously, none of them are as organized as you.”

“It doesn’t feel like that. After five years of research into healthy endothelial cells in stromal breast tissue, I should have made a breakthrough, not be agonizing that if I’d taken a different approach I’d be registering a patent for us now.”

“Shoulda, coulda. You’re too hard on yourself. We knew that finding a biological alternative to silicone wasn’t going to be easy.”

“Maybe I’m not committed enough.” Her phone rang. The girl at reception told her that Jack Theed, the representative from West Labs Equipment, had arrived for their meeting. “He’s early. Tell him I’ll be down in ten.”

“So after the fire at the lab in L.A. and having to move here and set up again, you still think you’re not committed enough?” he said.

‘Mm,” she shrugged. She should be grateful that the project still had funding.

“How are the RT241 trials looking so far?”

“It’ll be another thirty-six hours before we know anything.” She opened the pink envelope and found a letter on matching embossed paper.

“What have you got there?” Richard asked.

“An invitation, I think.” She unfolded the letter.

Dear Stephani,

You are my Princess,

My only Princess,

I’ll make you happy,

When you are sad,

I’ll always love you

And treasure you forever

Though others won’t understand,

No one loves you more than I do,

So my Princess be true to me,

In your heart, you know I love you,

Soon, we’ll be together,

And you’ll be mine eternally.

No one loves you more than I do

No one!

Yours forever.

Who the hell’s this from? She slumped into the hydraulic chair and edged backwards from her desk. Why would anyone send this corny poem to her? It wasn’t even Valentine’s Day.

“What’s wrong?” Richard asked.

She shoved the letter back into the envelope. “Nothing.”

“You sure?” Richard raised an eyebrow.

She fumbled with the jumble of envelopes trying to cover the one with the poem inside, but everything cascaded to the vinyl floor. Jesus, I’m a klutz.

He gathered them up.

“I can do that.” Dismayed, she watched him pile them onto her desk and swallowed as the letter fell out.

It was in his hands before she could reach for it. “Mind if I take a look?”

“Tell me, is it okay for someone to send this?”

Richard glanced down at her. She found she had nowhere to hide from his searching gaze.

He read the poem. “Is this from someone you know?”

She shook her head. “I’m too old for star-struck teenagers to be writing me a love poem.”

“This is disturbing. Especially, since this guy thinks that you’ll be his forever.”

“Let me look again.” This time, she took in each word.

“I can’t think of anyone who would write this stuff.”

“My conclusion is some weirdo’s got a fixation on you.” Richard frowned.

“No one’s been following me. At least I don’t think so. Maybe we’re overreacting.” 

“Call security.”

“But what if it’s just a prank?” She’d had a couple of strange calls recently on her home phone even though her number was unlisted. Stephani picked up the phone but put it down when she saw, through the glass wall, Nina leave Laboratory 1 and come along the corridor towards them.

Nina knocked on the door and entered. Strands of her blonde hair had worked their way out of the disposable cap and fell across her face.

“I’ve almost finished loading the incubator, and wanted to check you still want me set... sorry, want me to set the timer for thirty-eight hours.”

“Yes,” Stephani said. “Let’s see if the enriched mixture will improve the cell growth.”

Nina glanced at the letter Stephani held. “Wedding invitation?”

“Someone’s sent me this poem. It’s not like the sort you’d get from an admirer but from....” She let Nina read it.

Nina stared open-mouthed. “Oie Boczi. Sorry. That’s 'Oh God' in Ukrainian. What is in their head? What are you going to do?”

“We’re going to inform security,” Richard said.

“Let’s go talk to the staff and see if anyone’s got any clues,” Richard said. “You could have yourself a stalker.”

Stephani, capped and gowned again, scarcely noticed the familiar smell of growth media and disinfectant as a moment of panic gripped her when two capped heads turned her way. She took a deep breath before she spoke. “Hey, guys.”

She swallowed the hesitation welling in her throat. “Can I ask you something?” Why did she have to deteriorate into a nervous wreck when it came to something personal?

She turned to go when Richard gave her a look that said ‘if you don’t, then I will’, so she pressed on, “I received a poem in the mail today. I don’t know if this is meant to be a joke. If it is, it’s not funny.”

“What’s the problem?” Melissa Toomey, the tissue-engineering graduate, closed the glass fume hood, peeled off her disposable gloves, stepped from behind the bench, and slipped down her mask to reveal a heavily made-up face.

“Have a read.” She slipped the poem from the envelope.

“Do you think he’s stalking you?”

“I hope not. Now I’ll be looking over my shoulder every time I go out.” She should secure the front door of her apartment at night. However, the thought of being in a locked space scared her more.

“Have you seen anyone suspicious, Fred?”

Fred added incubation media into an injection robot. A soft whizzing sound punctuated the air as a measured amount of medium squirted into test tubes. 

Finally, he lifted his head and eased down the mask that covered his bulbous nose. “What?”

She repeated her question.

He raised his eyebrows. “As if I'd send you that! I’m here ‘till eight o’clock most nights. When would I have time?”

A typical answer from someone who still lived with his mother and wore pants up to his waist with two pleats that were perfectly formed on each side.

“Can you glance at this and see if it sounds like anyone you might know?”

“Why?”

“Oh, why did I even ask?” She turned from him. Fred, the resident guru in cancer cell research, had an IQ that was probably off the scale, but possessed no people skills.

“Shut up and give it to me,” Fred snapped.

“See the way he talks to me,” she said.

“Fred, that was out of line,” Richard said.

Fred flung the poem at her. “Let me get on with my work.”

“I hope someone will-”

“Stop your babbling,” Fred said. “I can’t concentrate.”

“Richard, are you going to let him get away with that?”

“Quit it, Fred. We’re adults and should behave as such.”

“I apologize. Happy?”

Did he even realize that he’d upset her and pretended to be contrite?

“No,” she said, knowing that it would have little impact on Fred. “Richard, how are the RT251 tissue cultures coming?”

“Promising. Still, it’s too early to say for sure.” He glanced at her with a questioning look.

“I’m fine.”

Fred adjusted his mask and picked up the tray of test tubes partly filled with media and ambled, with a loaded tray, to the incubator. “Maybe, this guy’s obsessed with you.”

Her Mary Janes encased in disposable shoe covers made a shh shh sound on the floor as she followed him. “My God, Fred! What makes you think that?”

“The choice of words,” Fred opened the incubator door and began to put the trays inside.

“Are you okay?” Richard asked. “You’ve gone very pale.”

Clutching the poem, she rushed to her office, picked up the phone and realized she couldn’t remember the number. She looked it up on the computer and dialed security. When someone answered, she told them about the poem.

After she hung up, she gulped some cold coffee, called the police and was told someone would be over that morning.

“I’m glad you did that. If you hadn’t, I would have,” Richard said.

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough to see you make that call.”

“I should be doing something.” She left her seat and paced to the window, which gave a view of cacti and succulent gardens with a backdrop of cloudless blue autumn sky against a scattering of eucalyptus trees, and back to where Richard was standing beside her desk.

“Easy now. Just calm down,” he said. “What did you plan to do this morning?”

She drew her palms up. “I don’t know. I can’t think.”

Richard hugged her. “Let me get some photocopies of that poem so I can ask a few people.”

“Thanks,” she said. His aftershave smelled of musk, and his shirt had the scent of freshly washed laundry that made her think of her mother, who spent her nights doing washing and ironing for the extra cash. It was comforting. “I should get back to work.”

Back in Laboratory 1, she picked up the slides and put them down then picked them up again. Maybe, she was making too much of this, and it was just a joke. If that was so, then why did this poem make her feel uncomfortable?

After a few moments, Stephani tried to view the slides and discovered that the microscope wasn’t working. She turned it off and on, to reset it. The images on the screen showed some minor bacterial growth. That was good. Two done and another twenty-two left.

God, the gloves felt wet on the inside from her clammy palms. Usually, she had no trouble concentrating. She forced herself to scan all of the slides and save them to the computer. She’d go back to them when she could focus.

Stephani deposited the slides into the refrigeration unit, binned the rubber gloves and face mask, and retreated to her office.

When her phone rang, she wrenched it from its cradle, dropped it and then finally uttered a flustered, “Good morning!”

She was told Jack was still downstairs at the reception waiting to see her.

“Shoot, I’d completely forgotten. Tell Jack I’ll be down in five.”

After a quick inventory check to see if the lab needed any more test tubes or other equipment that West Labs carried, she shrugged out of the lab coat and hurried into Richard’s office. “Can you call me when security or the police arrive?”

“Where are you going?”

“Jack’s downstairs. Just call me when they arrive, and I’ll terminate my meeting with him.” She hurried out the door and was at the elevator when she remembered the order sheet and rushed back to retrieve it off her desk.

As she stepped back into the elevator, a chill ran through her. How long had this anonymous poem writer been stalking her?
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CHAPTER 2 
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THE LATEST PHOTOS HE’D taken of Stephani were perfect. He pinned them onto the wall amongst the others of her. The angle of the sun lit up her face and gave her a, childlike look, and those full lips of hers—so innocent, yet sexy. Her hair fell like a satin black curtain almost to her shoulders. So often he wanted to reach out and touch the soft strands of his Princess’s hair. “My one and only love,” he whispered.

“Pud, you down there?” his mother called.

Her voice was like metal scratching on glass. At least she didn’t call him ‘Puddles’ any more so anyone who heard would not make the connection to what his cruel nickname meant. Did she have to remind him that he had wet the bed until he was twelve? Nevertheless, who would hear nowadays? No visitors ever called. Besides, whenever he went to the shopping mall in Mesa, mother rarely tagged along. Many times when he’d been a teenager, he'd asked, no begged her, not to call him by that name. Cried, slammed his bedroom door, ran away a few times, and that whore had laughed in his face every time.

“I’m just finishing. I’ll be up for dinner in a minute.” He reloaded the color printer with photographic paper.

He stared at the collage of photos mounted on the wall. Moments in his Princess's life, captured forever on photographic paper. He reached out and gently stroked them one by one. His blood heated; he tingled all over and hardened instantly.

“I need you now.”

The floorboards above him creaked. He could picture his mother’s fat body, legs swollen from fluid retention, waddling from the kitchen and along the hallway towards the basement door. He hurried across the cement floor and started up the old wooden stairs. He did not want her poking her nose down here. “Coming, Mother.”

The door opened as he reached the top step.

“What are you doing, Pud?” A jar of spaghetti sauce in her hand, she peered over his shoulder to the room below.

He felt for the switch on the wall beside him while staring at her and turned off the light to the basement. “Just looking at some shots I took of my snow globes and figurals.” He moved forward, forcing her to retreat into the hallway.

“How many shots do you need of those fig... somethings anyway? How anyone can be interested in that useless stuff I don’t know! Why do you need them displayed in the showcase anyway?”

“They’re mine, and don’t you ever open that cabinet and touch them.”

Beads of perspiration glistened on her flushed face. Just the walk from the kitchen was enough to make her sweat with the effort and the heat. Her fleshy arms stuck out of a sack of a dress that strained across her ample bosom, and folds of wet stained fabric bunched under her armpits. She was always like that.

“What do you want?”

Hertha pushed the jar at him. “I can't get this open.”

After a couple of tries, he went to the kitchen to find something that would give him the traction he needed to remove the lid. His mother trailed behind him. Faded peeling wallpaper embossed with daffodils and daisies brightened the drab room. Even the view from the window above the sink depressed him: a single velvet mesquite tree, some cacti, and the odd clump of yellow–brown grass that had died in the summer. “Where’s the dish towel, Mother?”

His gaze took in the once white bench top and the old fifties cabinets painted bright orange, the paintwork chipped and marked from years of use. “I need a towel or something to get a grip on this.”

“Don’t know what I’ve done with them.”

The stupid whore probably left them in the washing machine days ago. He wrapped the edge of the stained blue plastic tablecloth around the lid and unscrewed it. “Here.”

He watched her add the sauce to some ground meat in the saucepan. A plastic strainer with cooling spaghetti was on the sink. “Why’d you cook it first? How many times have I told you I like spaghetti served hot?”

“So, you want it hot. It’ll heat up when the sauce gets poured over the top.”

“I hate cold spaghetti under hot meat sauce. The damned stuff tastes awful that way.”

“You’re too fussy. No wonder you can’t find a gal.” She added some salt and pepper to the mixture.

“Just shut your mouth about that. How can I bring a girl home with a mother like you, huh? Look at this place. You don’t clean. You don’t iron. This whole place is like the inside of a dumpster.”

“Now listen here, boy. I raised you on my own. You don’t know what that was like.”

“Don’t ever bring that up again! You hear!” I hate you... I hate you, he said to himself.

She jabbed the ladle into the sauce. Splatters of tomato sauce ran down the tiled wall and then pooled on the bench top. “Don’t talk to me like that! You should show me some respect.”

“Look at this. It’s stone cold.” He tipped the spaghetti into a bowl. “This isn’t cooking. Just once it would be nice if you did it the right way. You know that. Now I’ll have to nuke it. You can have yours cold if you want. I don’t care. I just don’t care.” He dumped her portion back into the strainer.

“That darned contraption! It’s too complicated,” Hertha whined. “I swear you need a goddamned license to use it.”

“Stephani will use it.” When she comes to live with us, he added silently. She would make him delicious meals. Roast turkey, even when it wasn’t Thanksgiving. Roast beef, with stuffed pumpkin. Home baked apple pie. He salivated at the thought. “Contraption? I don’t know why I bother.”

“Who’s Stephani?”

“None of your damned business.” He would get rid of the damned awful wallpaper when his Princess came to live with him. It should have been replaced when they first moved in ten months ago.

His mother was loath to spend a cent on this place. When she sold their last shack of a home and moved here to be nearer to him, the termites had chewed the floorboards in the third bedroom, but it wasn’t obvious at the time. Two of the windows were taped over to keep the broken glass from falling out, and the roof leaked in four places. It was ready to be pulled down, and that’s what the developer who purchased it planned to do. So long as the ground in the vacant lot behind their place remained undisturbed, his secrets would be safe. Hurried burials in the dark of the night carried out in silence were a thing of the past. He would not do those evil acts any more, he was almost sure of it.

When his Princess came to live with him... he saw mother stir the mixture. The fat from the beef formed pools around the edges of the pot. “Skim the fat off, Mother. You know how I hate greasy food.”

Hertha scooped up some of the glistening mixture with the ladle. She tasted it. “Mm. Fat never did me any harm.” Then she scooped some of the fat away with a spoon and splashed it into the sink.

“I hope it tastes better than the last time you made it.”

“Listen here... you’ve been eating my cooking since you were a baby.”

Spending more than a few minutes in her company made him angry. Why did she have to move here anyway? The distance had kept him sane. She’d kept saying that she was old and sick and needed to have her only son look after her. “You need a wash.”

She lifted her arm. “Had a wash the day before yesterday, I think.”

“Well, have one today before you go to bed... and for Christ’s sake, use deodorant. God, a man could keel over from the smell.”

“You think you’re a man? Don’t make me laugh.”

“You fat whore. No wonder father left you.” His hand ached to strike her. But he remembered what she used to do to him when he was naughty when he was little, and shuddered.

“He died in Vietnam.”

“That’s a load of crap. He didn’t want to come home to you!”

“Shut... your mouth.”

He’d hit the target. “What did you say?”

“Your father didn’t want you.”

“I know he loved me but couldn’t stomach seeing you again.”

“Love? He never loved you.”

“Stop it! Stop it! Fuckin’ shut up, shut your fuckin’ mouth, Mother. Hear!”

“Get the plates, Puddles.”

“Don’t you ever call me by that name again! Hear!” 
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DIONNE SARLOS ROSE from the blanket that was spread under a group of mesquite trees and pointed. “Mommy, Auntie—did you see that?” she said. “Look, there’s an eagle.”

Stephani, in jeans and T-shirt, pushed her sunglasses up and stared into the azure-blue sky. She was struck yet again by how different Arizona was from smog-laden Los Angeles, where she’d worked and lived so much of her life. She watched the eagle circle over the Canyon Lake picnic area where scattered groups of families had set up their lunch at wooden park tables. The stillness was broken by laughter from children playing and parents chatting as they sat in easy chairs with platters of dips, cheese and crackers, nuts and other snacks.

The bird dove into a clump of rabbit brush. Moments later, it ascended.

“Did you see? He caught a lizard,” Dionne said. “Where did he go?”

The other side of the lake was more or less flat, dotted with Joshua, mesquite, cottonwood, and the occasional ironwood tree. Stephani watched the bird’s flight to the steep rise of the surrounding mountains. She pointed to a high ledge across the lake where sheer walls of rock rose to meet the cloudless sky. “Up to his nest.”

Her half-sister, Iantha, retrieved cans of soda from a cooler bag and set them down on the rug. “Don’t you wander off! Snakes and wild animals are out there. Remember last year that boy from your school was bitten by a rattler out here somewhere.” Iantha turned to Theo. “Can you get the chairs out?”

Theo, her husband, deposited the picnic basket on the blanket. “Sure.”

“You’ve already told me a thousand times. Don’t touch this, don’t do that,” Dionne said. “I’m not a baby anymore, Mom.” Dionne glared at her mother. “Maybe that eagle will carry me away too.” She stomped off, her black ponytail swinging, past other picnickers toward the water’s edge.

“Don’t get too close, or you’ll fall in. What about your hat?” Iantha called after her. “You’ll get sunburned.”

Stephani smiled. Iantha had given the child numerous warnings since they'd set off from their home.

“Dionne’s nearly ten.”

Iantha sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”

“It’s okay.” Stephani bent down to give her younger sibling a hug and found herself squashed against Iantha’s large breasts.

“I think I’ve got PMS today.”

“What would men do if they had to go through this?”

“There would be no end to their moaning and complaining.”

Stephani laughed and laughed. Then she stopped abruptly. It felt strange.

“Welcome back. It’s been hard for you, what with losing Allan in that car accident, having Henry in an institution and moving.” Her sibling gazed up at her.

“I still think about Allan every day.” Would losing the only man she’d ever loved ever get any easier? 

“I’m glad you’ve returned to the living.”

“I know I’ve been on auto pilot, but with Allan gone and Henry in that place....” Stephani shrugged. Her son was unconscious in a hospital bed and the heartache, every time she went to visit, grew worse. “I still keep hoping... that the last five months were just a bad dream, that Henry will wake up and be okay.”

“You know that won’t happen. I’m so glad you moved here.”

“Selling the house and moving Henry had been all too much at first. I thought I’d made a big mistake leaving Allan behind.”

“He’ll be with you here, always.” Iantha put her hand on her chest.

“I can’t help feeling what I feel.”

“I wish Mom could have come. But she never wants to leave that place. Just the thought of going somewhere unfamiliar makes her nervous,” Iantha said.

“I guess we have to accept that she’ll never be her old self again.

“Sometimes mom doesn’t recognize me when I visit.”

“When did this start?” Stephani asked.

“A few weeks ago.” Iantha pulled out a blue-checkered tablecloth and laid it in the middle of the blanket. “She asks about you all the time. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about her.”

“I will go see her. It’s just that I’ve been busy with the move, seeing to Henry, the job and all.”

“You’ve been here two months now.”

Stephani glanced away, ashamed. “I don’t know if I could take it if she didn’t recognize me. I think about her all the time.” When she was a child, she believed her mother would never grow old. Though her mom had been tough on her, she was still her mom and she loved her.

“Sorry. I didn’t realize how much that upsets you. And I shouldn’t get too heavy. After what you’ve been through... I don’t know how I’d be.”

Stephani reached down and touched her half-sister’s long black hair. “I should be apologizing. I always have excuses.”

“When the vacancy first came up at Rigby in Scottsdale, you wouldn’t even consider moving. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been packing up your life like that.”

Stephani said, “You’re right... the leaving....”

“There was nothing left for you there. Surely, you’re not thinking of moving back?”

“I want my husband back.”

“If I could do that for you, I would.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean....”

“I was surprised when you sold your piano. You used to love playing it.”

“Afterwards, I couldn’t bring myself to touch the keys,” Stephani said. “The piano reminded me of the happy times.”

“He was a good man.”

Iantha turned to Theo, though not fast enough as Stephani saw the tears in Iantha’s eyes. Breathe, she told herself.

“Just put these chairs here beside the rug,” Iantha said to Theo as she set down the plates and flatware.

Theo moved the basket closer to his wife. “Does that make it easier, darling?”

As he bent, his tall frame, Iantha straightened to kiss him and ruffle his receding gray-black hair.

Stephani watched them wistfully. Allan’s image was fuzzy. How could she have forgotten his smile, the sound of his voice? Her throat constricted. She picked up a dry twig and broke it. Would the heartache ever ease? A child called her name... Henry. 

She swung round expectantly. It couldn’t be. She blinked to refocus her gaze.

“Mom, sorry I meant you, Auntie Steph. Come take a look. It’s so pretty. Come on.” Dionne started toward the lake edge.

“Give me Dionne’s cap,” she said to her sister. “I’ll take it to her.” Since moving to Scottsdale, this was the second time she thought she’d heard her son’s voice. It had a similar tone to Dionne’s. Their oval faces and long black lashes were similar too, although her niece had Mediterranean, honey-colored skin, and her son had inherited his fair skin from his father. She had held on to the hope that Henry would wake from his coma soon. At the moment, his life consisted of a feeding tube and various machines that kept him alive.

***
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HE SMILED TO HIMSELF from his hiding place behind an ironwood tree. His Princess walked down to the water’s edge with her niece. He adjusted the telephoto lens on the camera, and then clicked again and again. Their features were so similar. Even though the niece’s body was immature and her breasts had not yet began to bud, her slim build and the way she carried herself showed the pledge of a fuller figure in the years to come. The splendor would be sullied when the flower of womanhood fulfilled its promise, the buds became large, and the body, more like her mother’s. However, that would take years.

Someone stepped on a twig nearby, and he looked up to see a fat guy in beige shorts and a busty blonde in brief jean cut-offs. They were holding hands. The blonde laughed. The fat guy probably cracked some stupid joke. She seemed to be in her early twenties. He did not like blondes and the woman was in his line of vision. He waited until she moved and took another shot and another.

They must have heard the clicking because they both turned to stare at him. The guy let go of the blonde’s hand and trundled towards him. “Hey. Listen, jerk. You’re not taking photos of my girl.”

“I’m taking shots of the wildlife.” Pud picked up his backpack.

“Don’t look like that to me, buddy. You leave my girl alone or I’ll have a piece of you.”

The fat guy made a grab for the camera, but Pud jerked it out of reach and pushed him hard.

The fat guy groaned as his face hit the dirt.

“Fuck, look what you’ve done to Rick.” The blonde bent over her boyfriend. “He’s bleeding. I’m calling the park ranger. And, I’ll bet you’ve got something you shouldn’t in that bag. I’m sure he’ll be interested in what you’re hiding.” She pulled out a cell phone.

He wrenched it from her and flung it as far as he could. The woman screamed.

He ran. Ran to where the flat ground gave way to the steep rise of the Superstition Mountains. He kept on going until his legs were shaky and he was out of breath. He wanted to sit down in the shade of the mesquite tree, but his jeans would get dirty, so he stood. The sweat from his body was staining his cotton shirt. Christ, he hated that. When his breathing returned to normal, and he’d waited a sufficient length of time and checked that no law enforcement officer was in the vicinity, he made his way down the slope of earth and rocks. He wanted to get just one more shot of his Princess.

***
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STEPHANI STEPPED OVER patchy rye grass and uneven rocky ground to where her niece stood on the bank staring at the blue water.

Dionne leaned over and pointed. “Look at that rock on the bottom. Isn’t it pretty?”

Stephani eased the baseball cap onto the child’s head. “It’s deeper than you think.”

“But I’m starting a rock collection. Look, there’s people swimming. It’s safe enough for them.” Dionne started rolling up her jeans.

“Don’t even think about it.”

“She treats me like a baby. And it’s not that deep here.”

“It would take one second for your mom to notice your wet jeans. Remember when you were four, you fell into a pool and nearly drowned? Let’s go for a walk.”

“Sort of do, but that was so long ago. Mom made sure I had swimming lessons.”

“She was so upset. I don’t think she’s gotten over it.” Stephani clasped Dionne’s hand.

Henry’s hand used to fit into her palm with barely a finger showing when she curled her fingers around it. He’d been five when his smile used to light up her soul, and the four words he spoke in that little boy voice nearly every day made her stop whatever she was doing. Mommy, I love you.

Her niece’s voice drew her back to the present, but the sadness remained.

“Did you see that squirrel, Auntie Steph? He’s so cute. I want to take him home.” Dionne tugged her towards the animal.

“You’ve got too many pets already. Anyway, the squirrel might have a family.” However, she only had memories of the happy times.

They followed the lake edge where tufts of grass grew here and there. Dionne let go and skipped ahead, then ran back to grab her hand again.

“Watch out.” Stephani jerked Dionne out of the way just in time. “Ants’ nest.”

“Eek! They’re big ones. How is Henry?”

Stephani’s stomach contracted into a hard ball. “He is doing as well as expected.”

“When will he come out of the hospital?”

“I don’t know.”

“Never mind, you can be my other mom.” Dionne clutched her hand tighter. “Then you can get to do those things you miss with me.”

She missed that funny little way Henry would crawl out from behind the sofa with his toy dog and ‘surprise’ her, shower her with wet kisses, and show her the stick figures he drew of daddy, mommy and himself. She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat and blinked away tears that she didn’t want her niece to see.

“That sounds like a great idea.”

Dionne stopped to stare at the water. “Auntie Steph, Bree won’t talk to me anymore. And she’s my best friend.”

“Maybe you should ask her why.”

“I want to, but she might be awful to me. Auntie Steph... look.” She pointed toward a clump of greasewood bushes, about the length of a football field away. There the ground rose steeply to the mountains.

“I can’t see anything. What did you see?”

“A man. I think he was holding something small. Maybe a cell or a camera? I’m sure there was a man there. Can we go look?”

Stephani caught her niece’s arm. “We should be getting back. I’ll bet lunch is ready. Your mom and dad will send a posse out to find us if we don’t show.” Even if Dionne had seen a stranger, the thought of going to investigate did not strike her as a good idea.

“Look... there. Over there,” her niece pointed.

“I can’t see anyone.” If she called the ranger and said what... that her niece thought she saw someone, he’d probably say, how does she know that the guy’s not a picnicker? “Tell you what, I’ll race you back.”

“Okay,” Dionne said as she took off with Stephani at her heels.

They skirted a family playing catch and children playing ball. Stephani, legs pumping, tailed her niece.

Dionne slumped down onto the blanket beside her mother. “I won. I won.”

Breathless, Stephani stopped beside them, clutching her sides. “I had no chance.”

“Yeah! You said it.” Dionne punched the air with her fists. “I’m too fast.”

“Glad you’re back, I’m hungry,” Theo said, eyeing the picnic table laden with cold chicken, beef, olives, three different salads and sliced sourdough bread.

“You’re always thinking about your stomach. The buttons on your shirt are ready to pop,” Iantha said.

“And you’re always cooking such tasty vittles. Can I help it that my shirts have shrunk in the wash?”

Iantha started to laugh as she pulled the bottom of her skirt in, so her husband could move closer to the food. “Vittles? Don’t try too hard to be an Arizonian, dear.”

“Got to start training again,” Stephani said between gasps for air. “Then I’ll beat you... no problem.” She sank onto the blanket.

“Training? You’re going to join a health club again?” Iantha’s look spoke the real question she asked.

“I know what you’re going to say; it’s time,” Stephani said.

“Then I won’t,” Iantha said.

“I’ve got to make the effort.”

Theo nodded. “Just remember, no matter what, we’re here for you.”

“Thanks. You two are my rock,” Stephani said.

Iantha gave her an intense gaze as if she knew that no words could convey the depth of emotion that linked them as sisters.

“When can we start eating, Mom?”

“Where did you go?” Iantha handed out the plates and flatware.

“I saw a stranger, Mom. He was hiding behind some bushes watching us.”

Iantha, eyes widened in alarm, held Stephani’s gaze. “Who was the man? What the hell was he doing?”

Theo, about to pour a glass of red wine, set down the bottle. “What happened?”

“I didn’t see anyone,” Stephani said. “That’s not to say there wasn’t someone there. It was too far away to tell for sure. I thought about contacting the ranger but... I really didn't see anyone.”

“I’ll take a look-see while you three stay put,” Theo said as he grabbed a chicken leg and a napkin. “Save me some food,” he said as he turned to go.

Iantha watched him walk away with a worried look on her face.

“Do you think I’ll get into the team, Auntie Steph?”

“You give one hundred percent every time you go out to play, so I can’t see why not?”

She ate some potato salad and then leaned over to her sister. “It could have been nothing more than someone taking a walk. Remember the story she made up when she was five?”

“Yep.” Iantha put down the rest of the flatware that she’d been clutching.

“She convinced her teachers at school that you were having a baby, remember, Iantha?” Stephani said.

“How can I forget?”

“Baby boy? I don’t remember that,” Theo said as he rejoined them.

“On parents’ day at school... Iantha was complimented by a couple of teachers on how well she’d looked considering she’d just had a baby boy,” Stephani said.

“You’re not making this up, are you?”

“They stared at me like I was making it up when I denied it. Dionne told the teachers about this baby and had even given him a name. I probably didn’t tell you because you were away on some job at the time. Dionne was desperate for a baby brother.”

“Stop talking about me,” Dionne said. “Can I have some of that chicken?”

“Sure,” Iantha said. “So what happened?” Iantha asked Theo.

“I looked around. Asked a few people if they’d seen anyone suspicious. No one had. I called the ranger, and he’s going to take a look. Said he’d call if anything turned up.” He sat in a folding chair.

Theo leaned down and helped himself to potato salad and some peppered beef.

“Help yourself. I know you don’t like chicken. Though for the life of me, I don’t know why,” Iantha said.

“I just don’t.”  Stephani opened a bottle of soda and poured herself some. “I miss mom’s dolmades yalatzi and stuffed zucchinis.”

“They were the best,” Iantha said.

“I used to make them for Allan and Henry. Allan didn’t like them much at first....” She stopped to get a lid on the emotions she’d stirred up at mentioning their names. “Mine were never as good as mom's.”

“How can you say that? They were great.”

“The way that man was looking at us was creepy,” Dionne said.

“Don’t worry, pumpkin. The ranger will call us if he finds anything,” Theo said between mouthfuls. His cell phone started to ring. “Hello. Oh, yes. Nothing there... no sightings. That’s a relief. Thank you for your trouble.” Theo disconnected and told them what the ranger had said.

***
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when the four of them packed up and headed back to Scottsdale.

“Can we stop at the gold mine, Dad?” Dionne asked as the ghost town came into view. “It’ll be fun. The sign says there’s tours,”

“Not for too long. I’ve got some work to finish off for tomorrow.”

“But Dad, can’t they get someone else to make some plans so you can have some fun?”

“Sorry Pumpkin, I have to keep us fed, and sometimes I have to take work home when there’s a deadline.”

“But they only put old people in the places you design.”

Stephani glanced at her niece beside her. “Your dad’s designed condos, too.”

“Your nana’s an old person,” Theo said. “If she wanted to live there, you wouldn’t deny her that, would you?”

“Sorry, Dad, I guess old people need somewhere to live.”

“And your poor nana’s got Alzheimer’s and not able to look after herself any longer.” Theo turned off Highway 88 and stopped in the parking lot near the mineshaft. The timber tower above it, a weathered gray-brown square structure, looked like the ground was slowly sucking it in.

“Does it hurt her?”

“No, Pumpkin, but her memory’s bad.”

“What’s that tower thing near the mine?” Dionne asked.

“A water tower.”

Then he went on to explain in detail its use when mining for gold, but Stephani could see that her niece wasn’t paying attention.

“Hey. The sign says they have tours that go down into the mine. Can we go, Dad? Please, pleease.”

Theo drove into the half-full parking lot.

Dionne reached for the door handle as her father turned off the engine.

“It’ll have to be a quick walk around.”

Dionne jumped out of the white Toyota and rushed towards the handful of buildings that made up the ghost town. She started up the timber steps of a reconstructed old saloon before her mother’s feet had touched the dusty earth or Stephani had even opened the door.

“Hey, wait for us,” Theo shouted to her.

Dionne scooted back to them. “Dad. Dad. Can I have an old-time photo with you and Mom?”

He sighed. “As long as we’re quick.”

“I might have a look in the museum,” Stephani said.

“In a half hour we meet at the car. Okay?”

Stephani nodded. She went in one direction, and Theo and Iantha in the other with Dionne hurrying her father along to have their picture taken.

It didn’t take too long to view the exhibits. As she exited the museum, she had an uneasy feeling that someone was watching her, and she looked over her shoulder. A few families were sightseeing, but no one appeared to be taking any notice of her.

Dionne came running towards her. “Come on, Auntie Steph. We’re going to the zip line.” She grabbed Stephani’s hand and pulled her along.

“I thought your dad said-”

“Mom’s waiting. Come on. We have to hurry.”

“Okay.”

Stephani jumped on a seat on the zip line, which was like a ski lift, with Dionne and Iantha and Theo behind them.

Dionne screamed and laughed when they took off. Stephani’s stomach tightened with butterflies as the line moved faster. A small crowd had formed below to watch, and she noticed a capped man taking photos. She lost sight of him as they zipped along.

***
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IANTHA’S FAMILY AND Stephani climbed back into the Toyota and set off to Scottsdale.

“Did you notice anyone hanging around?” Stephani asked her sister.

“You’re scaring me. You saw someone watching us?” Iantha asked.

“What the hell is going on?” Theo said. “Sorry darling. I didn’t mean to cuss.”

“I got a sensation that someone was watching when I came out of the museum, and I looked around but I didn’t see anyone. Then when we were on that zip ride, I thought a guy was watching us. But now I think he was just watching his family,” Stephani said.

“Dionne’s fallen asleep.” Iantha whispered. “She’s plum tuckered out, what with all that walking and running. I didn’t notice anyone unusual.”

They passed ranch houses with chimneys set on dry cacti-ridden acres. “Maybe it’s nothing.” Stephani kept her voice low so not to wake her niece.

“You know that piano we got for Dionne last year?” Iantha said. “Well, she’s stopped her music lessons, and it’s just sitting there. I was thinking if you could easily fit it into your apartment that-”
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