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Chapter One


Jill Mulberry inserted the key into the lock and opened the door.  She stepped into what would be her new home for the foreseeable future.  Her husband Frank, who was right behind her, entered and dropped the two suitcases and large duffel bag he was carrying.

“I like it.  It’s kind of rustic,” Jill commented as she surveyed what she could see of the house.  A large spiral staircase was ten feet in front of them.  It was carpeted in dark blue.  Behind the staircase was a door and the house led off to the left and right.

Frank closed the door.  “Well this is our new home.  You must be used to living in a house this large, but I’m not.  I hope it’s not too big.”

“Oh, Frank.  I told you when I married you I didn’t care that my parents have a lot more money than yours.  What matters is us.  We’re equal.  So what if my parents are millionaires?” Jill said.

“That money they gave you helped pay for this house,” Frank said.

“It wasn’t that much.  And if we had stayed in New York, we wouldn’t have gotten such a nice place.  Things are cheaper out here in New England,” Jill remarked.

“And slower and quieter,” Frank said.

“Can we just enjoy our new life together?  I want to go look around,” Jill said and hurried off to the left before Frank could say anything back.

“I’m going to find the master bedroom!” Frank called and picked up the duffel bag and one of the suitcases.  

He went up the spiral staircase.  A long hallway stretched to the left and right as well as towards the back of the house.  Frank saw more doors to the sides than back so he guessed the master bedroom was towards the back.  He walked forward and opened a door on his left.  It was a large sitting room.  There was a couch, a loveseat, and an armchair.  Frank then tried the door across the hall on the right.  It was a large bathroom.  There was a large tub as well as a stand-only shower.  Except for the thick dust on all the counters, it looked very nice.

Frank tried the next door on the right and found the master bedroom.  A huge king sized bed was in the center of the far wall.  Two endtables were on either side.  There was a lot of floor space.  Just this room was almost as big as their first apartment in New York City.  A wooden armoire was in the corner and a door was nearby.  Frank put the bags on the bed and opened the door.  He found a long walk-in closet.  A few old wire hangers were scattered along the poles.  He was told the house was big and luxurious but it was more than he expected.  He wasn’t used to king-sized beds and walk-in closets.  Frank felt like he would like living here.  He hoped he would also enjoy the town and his new job.

Meanwhile, Jill had just stepped into the deluxe kitchen.

“Oh, this is wonderful,” she said aloud.

There were full length windows along the back, letting the afternoon sunshine in.  A small round table with six chairs was near the windows.  There was a large island counter in the middle with drawers and cabinets in the sides.  There were two stoves.  One was the regular kind with four gas burners on top.  The other one was higher up and set into the wall.  Jill didn’t expect to find much, but she opened the refrigerator and wall cabinets anyway.  The refrigerator was empty except for baking soda.  All but one of the cabinets was bare.  The one that wasn’t had a box of cereal and a can of soup.  They were unopened, but Jill figured they couldn’t possibly be good anymore.  She had been told the house was unoccupied for a few years.  She couldn’t wait to go shopping and fill up the kitchen.  In the island drawers she found some carving knives.  A pot and a skillet was in one of the cabinets.  Sliding double doors led off to the right.  Jill opened them and saw a dining room table fit for a king.  She had only seen ones this long in movies.  Jill counted the chairs and saw that it sat twenty-two people including the people on each end.  The wallpaper was a faint red and the floor was red.  Jill didn’t particularly care for the color.  She preferred blue or yellow if walls and carpets were to be a color other than white.  Possibly pale green.  Since they probably would hardly ever be eating in here anyway, it didn’t matter too much to her.  The table in the kitchen was plenty for them to eat their regular meals at.  Only if they threw a party would this dining room be appropriate.  The only other door led back towards the front of the house.  Jill opened it and found herself in the entryway.  She had come out the door they had seen when they first walked in.

Jill then walked off to the right of the front door.  There was a long living room.  A short hall at the far end led to the back of the house.  There was a door to the left and right as soon as Jill made the one step up into the hall.  Jill opened them both and found stairs leading down to the basement on the left and a small bathroom with only a toilet and sink to the right.  At the end of the short hall was another pair of sliding doors.  These ones were white.  Jill opened them and found herself in an impressive game room.  There was a pool table as well as darts and an antique chessboard.  Jill looked at the chess board a moment.  The pieces were set up in their starting positions on the board.  Jill had only played chess a few times in her life and wasn’t very good, but she looked forward to playing if Frank would agree.  They didn’t own many games.  Jill was glad the previous owners had left most of the furniture.  That took a big expense off of their shoulders and the price they paid for the house wasn’t much more than an unfurnished one would have been.  Jill looked around the room further.  There were white blinds which were closed over what might have been a glass door to the backyard.  Jill decided to check by opening them and found she was right.  She slid open the glass door and stepped outside.  Their backyard was about an acre, Jill had been told.  There were trees all around it as well as a red wood fence so she couldn’t see into the neighbor’s yards.  Jill stepped further into the yard and enjoyed the summer sun.  She heard there was a beach nearby but she was just as happy sunbathing in a yard.  There was plenty of privacy so she wouldn’t be embarrassed about the ten pounds she gained in the past year.

As she was thinking about what her new life would be like, she heard Frank yell from inside the house.

“Jill, where are you?” he was calling.

“I’m out here in the backyard!”

A moment later, Frank stepped through the back door and said, “There you are.  Do you like what you see so far?”

“Yes.  It’s beautiful,” Jill commented.

Frank hugged her from behind and asked, “So what do you want to do now?”

“Maybe check out the town and find a good restaurant.  I’m starved.”

“Sure,” Frank said as he detached himself from her.

“I think I’ll go food shopping tomorrow.  Maybe just pick up some soda for later at a convenience store,” Jill said.

“Are you going to look at the upstairs now or when we get back?”

“When we get back.  What did you think of it?” Jill asked.

“I only saw the master bedroom and a sitting room.  The bedroom is almost as big as the apartment we just moved from.”

“I think we got a great deal on the place.  I hope we make friends and enjoy things out here.  I could live here a long time,” Jill said as they walked back through the glass door.

She shut the door but didn’t close the blinds.  Then they walked back through the house, got the keys and walked out to their car.

Jill and Frank pulled out of their driveway in silence.  Frank was behind the wheel.  As they drove down the street, Jill noticed their new neighbor working on some flowers in front of her house.  Jill smiled at her, though the woman probably couldn’t tell.  She eyed their car suspiciously as they drove past.

“We should say hi later or tomorrow,” Jill commented to her husband.

“Take it easy.  It’s our first day here,” Frank said.

“I know but it was so hard to meet people in the city.  We only had one friend each and never talked to our neighbors.  It’d be nice to know the people next door.  My parents lived in the suburbs when they were young.  It was one of those neighborhoods where everybody knew everybody,” Jill remarked.

“Why did they leave?” Frank asked.

“My dad got a job with a major corporation.  He didn’t want to commute.”

“I thought you said he’s a Broadway producer,” Frank stated, checking his facts.

“That’s only since he was forty or so.  When he was young he was a businessman,” Jill corrected him.

“I don’t think you ever told me that.”

“It never came up.  But we’ve only been married about a year.  If you want to learn more about me, just ask,” Jill said.

“Maybe I will.  I’m glad I could get a job out here.  I hope it will be okay,” Frank commented.  “There are a lot more connections and resources in the city.”

“Well thank your friend for the job.  You knew him in college, right?” 

“Yep.  Larry McAstor.  We were in the same fraternity.  Before a few months ago, I hadn’t spoken to him in years.  I wonder what made him call,” Frank said thoughtfully.

“But if he didn’t, we wouldn’t be living here.  I think I’m going to like the suburbs.  Except for some summers with my aunt, I’ve always lived in Manhattan.  I want a change.  You do too, right?” Jill asked.

“I agreed to the move, didn’t I?” 

They came to an intersection.  It looked like there were some stores down the road to the right.

“Why don’t you turn right?  I think there might be something,” Jill suggested.

Frank silently complied.  On the right, down the road from them was a sign advertising a diner.  It appealed to Jill as soon as she saw it.

“Billie’s Famous Diner.  How about that?” Jill asked.

“Where is it?” Frank asked.  The building next to the sign was a mechanic’s garage.

“It said next left.”

Frank took the next left which was at a traffic light.  They spotted the diner quickly.  Frank pulled in to the large parking lot.  It was half full of cars.  As they were walking up the path, a young man on a bicycle rode past them.

“I’d like to get a bicycle,” Jill commented.

“For now, let’s worry about dinner,” Frank said and held the door open for his wife.

There was a hostess stand with no one at it when they walked in.  Some of the patrons looked up at the newcomers.  Except for one young couple, they were older men and women.  A short, middle aged lady with heavy eye makeup came over to them.  She had blonde hair and was overweight.

“Welcome to Billie’s.  Can I seat you two?” she asked politely.

“Yes please,” Jill said.

The hostess led them to a window booth.  She handed them their menus, smiled, and then left.  Like most diners, there was a large selection of dishes to choose from.

“They serve breakfast all day!” Jill exclaimed.

“You had breakfast this morning,” Frank reminded her.

“That was oatmeal.  I’m talking about an omelette or pancakes.”

“Well I’ll pass on that.  I hope their sandwiches are good,” Frank said, deciding what to get.

A red haired waitress who was also overweight came up to their table.

“Good evening.  I’ll be taking care of you.  Can I start you off with something to drink?” she asked cordially.

“Yes, a coffee,” Frank said.

“Regular or decaf?”

“Regular.”

“I’ll have a diet Coke, please,” Jill said without looking up from her menu.

“Sure thing,” the waitress said and walked away.

“See anything you like?” Jill asked Frank.

“Their prices are very reasonable for one thing.  Let’s hope the turkey sandwich is good.”

“I think I’ll get a ham and cheddar omelette with hash browns,” Jill said decidedly.

The waitress returned with their drinks.

“Do you need a few more minutes?” she asked as she set them down.

“No.  I’ll have a turkey sandwich and she’ll have a ham and cheese omelette with hash browns,” Frank said.

Jill looked annoyed at something but forced a smile as she handed her menu to the waitress.

“That’s all?” the waitress said while writing the order down.  She had rested her pad on the menus.

“Yes,” Frank and Jill said together.

After she walked away, Jill remarked, “I know how to order food myself, you know.”

“What’s wrong with me telling her?” Frank asked.

“Nothing,” Jill sighed and took a sip of her soda.

Frank took a deep breath and looked around.

“I wonder how the social scene is around here.  Maybe I should ask our waitress if she knows any good places,” he said.

“Go ahead,” Jill said and looked out the window.

A woman with three young children was walking up the path.  The kids were running around her and Jill could hear muffled yells through the window.  Frank noticed her looking.

“Maybe that’ll be you in ten years,” he said with a smile.

“I only want two.  A girl and a boy.  And mine would be well behaved,” Jill said still looking at the woman and her kids.

“Right.  We’ve been through this already,” 

Their meals came about five minutes later.  As the waitress was putting them on the table, Frank said, “Uh, hi.  We’re new to the area.  Do you know of any good places to go?”

“New to South Rayport?  Where’d you move into?” the waitress asked.

“The big house on Chester Street,” Frank replied.  Jill gave him a look like that was too detailed an answer.

The waitress looked disturbed at something and was silent a moment.  Then she said, “Oh.  Lovely place.  So are you asking me about nightlife?”

“Yes.  You do live in the area, right?” Frank asked.

“For all my thirty-seven years.  Well there’s two bars in town.  The Brew Barn and Liza’s.  But Liza’s has a rougher crowd.  You might be better off at the other.  We have the movie theater on Maple Street.  Once in a while there are dances sponsored by the town.  I don’t know where you’re from and what you’re used to, but this town is pretty quiet,” the waitress said.

“We’re from New York City,” Jill stated.

“New York?  What in God’s name made you come here?” the waitress asked.

“A job offer and we wanted a change from the city,” Frank told her.

“Well whatever.  I have to get back to my other tables,” the waitress said and excused herself.

“Sounds like a great place.  I hope we don’t get bored,” Frank said sarcastically.

“We never went to clubs that often while we were in the city.  So what’s the difference?  Be positive.”

“Yeah.  I guess.  How’s the omelette?” Frank asked.

“Excellent,” Jill replied, though she had only taken two bites.

“The sandwich is worth the money,” Frank commented.

“Oh, you and money,” Jill said and paused.  Then she added, “Do you think something is wrong with our house?”

“What are you talking about?” Frank asked.

“The way she paused and said ‘lovely place’.  The way you’d call a trailer park lovely.”

Frank laughed slightly.  “Oh Jill, come on.  She’s probably not even sure which house I meant.  And if so, I doubt she was ever inside.”

“You’re probably right.  But it just felt like she knew something.  Something not good,” Jill stated uneasily.

“Like bad plumbing?” 

“I don’t know.  Never mind,” Jill said and shrugged her shoulders.

They didn’t say much through the rest of their meal.  As the waitress was clearing their plates, she asked “Can I get you guys any dessert or coffee?”

“No thanks,” Frank said.

Jill gave a forced smile and looked out the window as the waitress put their check on the table.  Frank looked at it momentarily and then got his wallet.

“I might have felt like cappuccino, you know,” Jill said as he was getting his money.

“They have that here?”

“Yes, I saw it.”

“If you really want it, we’ll try to find a Starbucks or somewhere that specializes in it.  Diners aren’t exactly known for specialty coffee,” Frank said as he put a twenty and two singles on the table.

“Yeah.  Whatever.  So how much was it?” Jill asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Frank responded.

“Why can’t you tell me how much?” Jill asked.

Frank gave an exasperated look and conceded, “Seventeen dollars, about.”

“You’re leaving a five dollar tip?” Jill asked, surprised.

“Why not?  She probably doesn’t make much.”

“But that’s more than twenty percent,” Jill brought to his attention.

“So she’ll get a little extra.  Look, my job is going to pay almost exactly what I was making in New York, but our expenses are gonna be less.  We can afford to be a little generous on occasion.”

The waitress then collected the money and asked, “Do you need change?”

“No, we’re okay,” Frank replied.

Their waitress was unexpectedly pleased and replied with a smile, “Thanks a bunch, sir.  Have a nice night.  And enjoy South Rayport.”

“We will,” Jill called.

Frank scooted out of the booth and escorted Jill out of the building.  The sun was starting to get low in the sky and a cool breeze was now blowing.

They drove around trying to find a Starbucks.  They weren’t successful, but they did find a privately owned coffeehouse and stopped there.  Jill had her cappuccino and persuaded her husband to have one as well.  They sipped their coffee slowly in comfortable armchairs that were provided for the patrons.  When they were done, Jill found a convenience store and got the soda she mentioned earlier.  As she was taking two bottles out of the cooler, she noticed Frank getting a six pack of beer and a four pack of margueritas.

“Drinking already?” she asked, wishing he wouldn’t buy alcohol on the first night.

“Yeah, we should celebrate.  And I’m thinking of you since I’m buying the margueritas.  You don’t like beer, right?”

“That’s right, I don’t.  But I’m not sure I feel like alcohol tonight,” Jill replied.

“Well I’ll get them anyway.  There’s always tomorrow,” Frank said and walked to the front of the store before Jill could respond.

She sighed and followed him to the register.  As the drinks were being rung up, Jill impulsively picked up a pack of gum and put it on the counter.  Frank gave her a little smile.

It was just getting dark as they pulled in their driveway.  Frank carried the bag with liquor and Jill carried the one with soda into the house.  As they were putting their purchases in the refrigerator, Jill exclaimed, “Oh drat!  I should have bought a bag of ice.  The freezer’s empty.”

“Well just wait a while.  It’ll get cold enough from the refrigerator,” Frank responded.

“Guess what else I forgot?  Cups,” Jill said, scolding herself.

“Drink it from the bottle,” Frank suggested.

“That’s disgusting.”

“It’s only us drinking it.”

“I’m not doing that.  Anyway, the bottle is too big,” Jill complained.

“Do you want to go out and get cups?” Frank asked.

“Tomorrow.  I guess I will have one of those margueritas in a while.”

“That’s what they’re there for,” Frank said and surveyed the kitchen.  “So this is a pretty awesome kitchen.  I bet you’ll have lots of fun in here.”

Jill thought his remark was a little chauvinistic but didn’t bring it up.  Instead she said, “You’re gonna faint when you see the dining room.”

“Is it through those doors?” Frank asked, pointing to the sliding doors.

“Yeah, go look,” Jill motioned with her hand.

“You’ll catch me if I do faint, won’t you?” Frank asked jovially.

“I don’t know.  Have you been good?” Jill countered.

Frank winked at her and walked to the doors.  He opened them and did a double take.

“That’s our dining room table?”

“Yeah, can you believe it?  I don’t think we’ll eat in here much anyway.  It’s excessive.”

“I’ll say.  How many people used to live here?  God!” Frank said.

“I don’t know.  Maybe one of the neighbors knows.  Anyway, I just wish it wasn’t that awful shade of red.”

“You want a different shade?” 

“I want a different color.  The carpet too.  I don’t think red makes rooms look attractive,” Jill replied.

“Well I guess we could change it,” Frank suggested.

“How much would that cost?” Jill asked hesitantly.

“I don’t know.  But even if it’s a few thousand, I want you to enjoy it here.  I’m not ready to move over something like that.”

“Oh, don’t rush to do anything.  We’ll look into it some other time.  Besides, as I said before, we probably won’t be using this room much,” Jill said.

Frank closed the doors.  “Well I’m going to have a beer.”

“Warm?” Jill asked.

“It was refrigerated in the store.  The drive was only ten minutes, if that.”

“Go ahead,” Jill said.

“So did you see a TV anywhere down here?” Frank asked as he took a can from the six-pack.

“No, you?”

“No.  We’ll just have to amuse ourselves till we get one.  Well at least the people before us left somewhere to sit.” Frank said as he took a sip of beer.

“I have an extra book in my bag you can borrow,” Jill offered.

“Sorry.  I’m not big on reading.”

“You should try it sometime.  It can be fun,” Jill said.

“For you.  You want to be a novelist.”

“Not everyone who reads for pleasure wants to be a writer,” Jill defended.

“Well call me spoiled then.  I don’t have a good enough imagination to picture things in my head for hours.”

Jill sighed.  Frank finished his beer quickly.  He went for another.

“Don’t you have to start work tomorrow?” Jill asked in a motherly tone.

“Just an hour or so.  Two, max.  It’s just to meet the people and see where I’m going to be working,” Frank said as he opened another can.

Jill had gotten up.  She reopened the refrigerator as he started to close it and got herself a marguerita.

Frank made a motion for them to touch drinks and said, “Well here’s to our new home.”

“And your new job,” Jill said as she bumped her bottle against Frank’s can.

Jill fell asleep shortly before midnight.  She had stayed in bed reading for about an hour while Frank dozed next to her.  During the night she woke up suddenly.  They had plugged in their radio alarm clock, one of the few possessions besides clothes they had brought in the car.  They had arranged for Jill’s parents to send the rest of their clothes and personal items.  They weren’t going to bother with the furniture from their apartment.  From what Jill had seen so far, the furniture here was nicer.

The clock read 2:49 a.m.  Jill groaned and rolled over on her other side.  She wasn’t sure at first, but now she definitely heard classical music playing.  It was faint but she could definitely hear it.  At first it didn’t concern her, but the more she thought about it, the more it did.  There was plenty of space between their house and the neighbors.  Enough so that it wasn’t likely to hear much from next door.  If it was from next door, it would have to be awfully loud.  Their window faced the backyard so it was unlikely to be from the street.  She checked their alarm clock, but that radio was definitely off.  It actually sounded like it was coming from downstairs.  Then she heard something creak that sounded like it was coming from downstairs as well.  Could someone be in their house?

Jill comforted herself by telling herself it was a silly idea.  Why would anyone be in here?  She thought about going downstairs to check, but something held her back.  She felt safe in bed.  Like she was protected even if someone really was in their house.  She heard another creak and got startled.  She nudged Frank until he woke.

“What?” he moaned groggily.

“Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“Noises from downstairs,” Jill replied nervously.

Frank strained his ears a moment and then said, “I don’t hear anything.”

“Not even that music?” Jill demanded.

“Oh, it’s probably from outside.  I’m tired, honey.  Can I get some rest?”

“You think we could hear anything from the street out front?” 

Frank propped himself up on his elbows and turned to face her.

“Jill, there was plenty of noise in the city at night and that never bothered you.  It’s quieter here, sure, but there’s still some noise.  It’s nothing.  At least it’s peaceful music.”

“Yeah, I just have this weird feeling it’s coming from downstairs,” Jill replied.

“Oh geez.  You reading another horror novel?” Frank said and turned on his stomach, dismissing her suggestion.

Jill realized Frank wasn’t going to become concerned no matter what she said so she retorted, “Sorry.  I’m just a silly little female.  Good night.”

She fell back asleep half an hour later.
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Chapter Two
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The sun was shining through their bedroom window when Jill awoke in the morning.  She could hear birds chirping happily.  She leaned over to kiss Frank good morning but found the rest of the bed empty.  She looked at the clock and saw it was just past ten.  She had slept a little later than usual.  Her typical time to get up was eight thirty.  She pushed the covers off of her and went into the bathroom.  She assumed Frank was downstairs.

Jill spent about fifteen minutes brushing her teeth and fixing her hair.  She debated whether or not to get dressed right then.  Finally she decided that she would get dressed.  She didn’t want to hang around all day doing nothing.  There was a lot of shopping to do.  Most of her clothes were still in her suitcase and she picked an outfit from there.

As she walked downstairs, she remembered her fears of the night before.  She quickly looked around to see if anything had been disturbed.  When she reached the bottom of the stairs she looked through the entryway to her left.  Nothing was moved.  Feeling a little silly, she walked to the kitchen and found her husband sitting at the kitchen table drinking a beer.

“Alcohol at this hour?” she said disapprovingly.

“If you had remembered cups, I might be having soda or water from the tap,” he said with a smirk.

“Cute,” Jill said, giving a fake smile.  She looked around and then put her hands on her hips.  “So do you want to get breakfast somewhere?”

“If they’re still serving it, sleepyhead,” Frank replied.

“Well why didn’t you wake me?” Jill demanded.

“The first night in a new house, I thought you’d like to relax.  Anyway, I’m not hungry right now so I’ll pass on eating till later.  But if you want to get yourself something, I don’t need the car till later.”

“Well I also need to shop for food and kitchen stuff.  Are you coming with me?” 

Frank paused and then replied, “I don’t know.  You’re better at stuff like that.  But don’t pick a TV without me.”

“Supermarkets don’t have TVs, remember?” Jill retorted.

“Good thing you mentioned that or I would have went there looking for one,” Frank joked.

“Right.  So I don’t want to waste time.  My stomach is starting to growl.  You’ll just stay here?”

“Yeah,” Frank answered.

“Where are the keys?” Jill demanded.

“On the table near the front door.”

“Okay, I’ll be back in two to three hours,” Jill said and started to walk away.  Then she turned back and kissed him quickly on the cheek.  “Have fun without me,” she said and returned to leaving the room.

“I will,” he called to her back.

As Jill pulled out of the driveway, she once again saw her neighbor outside.  She waved politely, but the woman frowned back at her.  Jill shrugged it off and went looking for breakfast.  She didn’t want to eat alone at a place that had waiters, so she found a Burger King.

As she was eating her breakfast sandwich and hash browns, she took a pen and small pad out of her purse.  She wrote down some items she had to buy.  The most important things were cups, spoons, knives and forks.  She assumed the supermarket wouldn’t have good metal ones so she might just buy plastic for now.  She thought of other things such as cereal for breakfast and ground beef for dinner.  When they were in New York, they had eaten out most of the time.  Now especially with her deluxe kitchen, she looked forward to cooking most of the meals.  She had usually just tried simple things in the past, but now she might find some recipes and cook more complicated meals.

The supermarket wasn’t far from the Burger King and she found a parking spot right up front.  She had seen someone just pull out of the spot as she turned into the parking lot.  She found a wagon and went inside.  She bought a variety of items, including frozen pizza since she knew Frank liked them.  She found the aisle with utensils and bought a spatula and two sets of silverware.  They were each just a pack with one fork, two spoons, one butter knife, and one steak knife.  That was all they needed to start.  She couldn’t find good glasses so she just bought plastic cups.  When she was at the register, she looked at her watch and found she had spent almost an hour shopping.  Her cart was full and she hadn’t even thought of how much it would end up costing.  It was still cheaper then eating out every meal, so she wasn’t worried.  They had spent plenty on food in New York and managed everything.

As she drove up to her house, her neighbor wasn’t outside any more.  She thought about saying hi after she put the stuff away.  There was also the other neighbor.  She brought what she could carry into the house and walked to the kitchen, half expecting to see Frank still sitting there.  But he wasn’t, so she put the bags on the island counter and walked back to the car for the others.

“Frank.  I’m back!” she yelled as she reached the front hall.

No one answered so she went back outside and managed the rest of the bags.  It was a struggle, but she made it.  Just as she entered, Frank was walking down the stairs.

“That was pretty fast,” he commented as she took a couple bags from her.

“I got enough for starters,” she said and walked to the left, leaving the front door open.

“Is there any more to carry?” he called.

“No.  I got it all.”

Frank closed the door with his foot and followed his wife to the kitchen.  He helped her put the food away.

“I presume you decided to cook more now that we’re out of the city,” Frank said as he observed what they were taking out.

“Yeah, why not?  It’s cheaper.”

“Well I don’t mind,” Frank said as he put some juice in the refrigerator.

“Why would you?” Jill mouthed, barely audibly.

“So you charged it?” Frank asked.

“Yeah, the Visa.  That’s okay, right?”

“Sure.  I didn’t think you had a hundred dollars in your wallet,” Frank stated.

“I don’t.  And it was eighty-six.”

They finished putting the groceries away.

“Do you want to save the bags?” Frank asked.

“Put them under the sink,” Jill ordered as she opened the bag of plastic cups.

She took one out and then poured herself a cup of the fruit punch she had brought.

“I’m getting hungry now.  Any good lunch food?” Frank asked.

“I got rolls and deli meat,” Jill suggested.

“Sounds good,” Frank said and got the deli meat from the refrigerator.  Jill had been the one to put it away.

“Where are the rolls?” Frank asked as he opened his pack of silverware to get the knife.

Jill handed him the bag of rolls which had been hidden by the grocery bags.

“Any sub dressing?” Frank asked as he prepared his sandwich.

“No, sorry.  I didn’t know you wanted that.  I didn’t get mayonnaise either.”

“Well there’s always next time,” Frank said, slightly disappointed.

Frank finished making his sandwich and took it to the table.  He then came back to the refrigerator and poured a cup of soda.

“No real cups?”

“They didn’t have any good ones.  We’ll have to get them somewhere else,” Jill said.  She realized Frank wasn’t going to put the bags under the sink, so she did it herself.  Frank went back to the table with his cup and started on his lunch.  Jill poured herself more juice and then went to sit down next to him.

“Do anything interesting while I was gone?” she asked.

“I called my friend,” Frank replied while chewing.

“Which one?”

“The one who made it possible for us to move here.  He gave me directions to the restaurant and would like us to go there for dinner tonight.  I might stay after the meal to get familiar with things.  Maybe I can get him to drive me home, if you don’t want to sit around,” Frank said, between bites.

“Well we’ll see.  I want to call my parents and tell them we arrived safely and the house is wonderful,” Jill said, getting up to walk to the phone.

The phone was a wall one but it had a cord so Jill had to stand nearby.

“We’ll have to buy a cordless,” Jill stated as the other end of the line rang.  “Hi, mom.  It’s me,” she said right after that as her mother had answered.

“The drive wasn’t too bad,” Frank heard Jill say.

“It’s beautiful.  And most of it is furnished so we don’t have to buy much.  I went food shopping today.  I just got back.  Except for a TV and some modern appliances, the house is complete,” Jill said to her mother.

They talked a few more minutes and then Jill hung up.

“They’re gonna try to ship the rest of our stuff today,” she said as she sat back down at the table.

“That’s good,” Frank replied.

They had left some of their clothes as well as some personal items like Jill’s books in New York.  They wanted to travel light on the ride up.  They had sold some of their furniture and arranged for their parents to either take or sell the rest.  Jill and Frank were both glad when they heard the house was furnished.  Shipping furniture was expensive.  Frank had wanted to pay Jill’s parents for shipping their other belongings, but they had agreed a couple weeks ago that it would be another gift from her parents.

“How’s the sandwich?” Jill asked.

“Fine, honey,” Frank said and looked thoughtful.  “So about waking me last night.  I was right, wasn’t I?  No one was down here.”

“Yeah, I guess I was just being paranoid.  Maybe it’s just being in a new place.  But that reminds me, I want to talk to the neighbor.  See if she knows who used to live here.”

“Okay.  We should go after I finish my lunch.  I don’t know how late we’ll be out tonight,” Frank said.

“Okay,” Jill said and got up.  She had finished her drink quickly and washed the empty cup in the sink.

“Jill what are you doing.  It’s a disposable cup!”

“Well I don’t want to go through the whole pack this weekend!” Jill said as she finished cleaning her plastic cup.

Frank rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything.  Jill turned off the water and put the cup on the counter.  She hadn’t seen her husband roll his eyes.

“I’ll be in the living room reading for a while,” she said as she walked out of the room.

Frank nodded.  After he was finished he threw his paper plate away.  He poured some more soda and drank it standing up.  Then he went to find Jill.  She didn’t look up from her book as he entered the room.

“I hope you’re not in a part of your book you can’t put down because I’m ready,” he said.

Jill finished the paragraph she was on and then put her book down.

“Do you think we should bring anything?” Jill asked.

“Of course not.  We don’t have anything anyway.”

“Yeah, I guess I’m being old fashioned,” Jill said as she walked out of the house with her husband.

They walked across the lawn and over to the house of the woman Jill had seen outside a couple times.  After ringing the doorbell twice and waiting a minute, the woman answered.  She looked a little unsure of what to do.  Jill spoke first.

“Hi, my name is Jill Mulberry and this is my husband Frank.  We just moved into the house next door.  Thought we’d say hi.”  She held out her hand.

The lady paused but then did shake it.

“Well I’m Mabel Weathers.  You two look like a nice young couple.”

No one said anything so Mabel continued, “Well would you like to come in for coffee or tea?  I’m sorry the house might not be as nice as you’d expect.  I wasn’t planning on company.”

“That’s okay,” Jill said and motioned for Frank to go in first.

He did and the woman led them back to her kitchen.  Mabel’s house was bigger than average but smaller than Jill and Frank’s new home.  The furniture wasn’t as nice.

“So I have French vanilla coffee or a few flavors of tea.  What would you like?” Mabel asked as they reached the kitchen.

“The coffee sounds good,” Frank said.

“Do you have raspberry tea?” Jill asked.

“Yes, dear,” Mabel replied and set to work.  While she was working she said, “Me.  I’ll have some coffee with Frank.  Lord knows I need the caffeine.”

Jill and Frank smiled.  They were still standing.  Mabel turned around and noticed.

“You’re allowed to sit, you know.  This isn’t a museum.”

“Sorry.  We know,” Jill said sheepishly and sat at the kitchen table.  Frank did the same.

While the water was boiling and the coffee was percolating, Mabel joined the Mulberrys at the table.

“So how long have you lived here, Mrs. Weathers?” Jill asked.

“For about eighteen years.”

“We’re new to the area.  It seems like such a nice town.  I think I could stay around eighteen years, don’t you Frank?” Jill said.

“Where are you two from?” Mabel questioned.

“New York,” Frank replied.

“The city?” Mabel exclaimed, looking surprised.

“Yeah,” Jill said.

“And you gave that up for this town?” Mabel snorted.

“Well my husband knows someone who lives around here.  He offered him a job and we decided he should accept it,” Jill said.

“What’s the job?” Mabel asked.

“I’m going to manage The Silver Spoon Restaurant,” Frank answered.

“The food there is great.  I go there occasionally,” Mabel said.

The kettle was starting to screech so Mabel got up and poured everybody their drink.  She managed to carry all three mugs to the table herself.  Frank was going to get up to help her but saw she didn’t need it.

“So do you live here alone?” Jill asked as she tried her tea.

“Yes.  I’m a widow,” Mabel answered.

“I’m sorry,” Jill said sympathetically.

“Don’t be.  It’s his own fault for drinking so damn much.”

Jill gave Frank a look.

“I didn’t mean to put you two off, but,” Mabel started.  “It was the truth.  Almost every night he was drinking.  And not just beer.  Scotch, whiskey, vodka.  I tried to tell him for years he should cut down, but he didn’t think there was any problem.  I loved him, though.  He wasn’t abusive to me.  He got a little silly sometimes when he was drunk but he never took a hand to me.  Except once, but that’s not important.  So how long have you two kids been married?”

“Ten and a half months,” Jill told her.

“Well here’s to many years,” Mabel said and held her mug up, meaning for them to toast.  Jill and Frank both did.

“Do you have any children?” Jill asked.

“One.  It would have been two but I had a miscarriage with my second,” Mabel said.

“That’s terrible,” Jill said, a little shocked by how casually Mabel said it.

“Yes.  I’m not the luckiest woman in the world.  Lord knows my property values are low enough.”

Jill didn’t get the connection between luck and property values so she said, “What do you mean?”

“Never mind.  I don’t want to worry you two.  So back to my daughter.  Her name is Emily.  She’s thirty seven and says she never wants to get married so it looks like I won’t ever be a grandmother.” Mabel sighed.

“Well maybe some man will sweep her off her feet one day,” Jill said optimistically.  “So I wanted to ask you about the person who lived in our house before us.  They left the furniture, you know.  Which I’m thankful for because it’s beautiful stuff and that would have cost a lot of money to furnish a house that big.”

“Well actually it was a bed and breakfast for almost all of the nineties,” Mabel said.

“So that’s why the dining room table is so big.  That’s so interesting.  So did it get a lot of guests?” Jill said eagerly.

Mabel looked unsettled.

“Sorry.  Do you know about that?” Jill asked.

“I knew the owners a little, yes.  Not my friends, but I knew them.  And it always found occupants.  Though rarely was every room full.  Mostly out of towners stayed there,” Mabel said.

“So did having a bed and breakfast next door attract you into buying this house?” Jill asked.

Mabel looked like she would rather not answer, but she said, “Well when I moved in, it wasn’t a bed and breakfast.  An old lady lived there.  Just her and her cats.”

“What happened to her?” Jill asked, then realized she could probably guess the answer.

“She died.  Had no will so the house was back on the market,” Mabel said matter of factly.

“Oh,” Jill said and looked down at her tea.  She got the feeling Mabel wasn’t telling them something.  But she didn’t want to keep prying with someone she just met.  If it was important, she’d find out some other time.

Mabel had a distant look in her eye as the Mulberry’s finished their drinks.  Frank gave Jill a look and then said, “Well we just stopped by for a quick visit.  Maybe we should we get back home.”

“Yes, you probably have lots of rooms to explore,” Mabel replied, intending a hidden meaning.

“Yeah.  I haven’t even looked in all the bedrooms yet,” Jill said as she got up.

Mabel got up as well and led them back through the house.

“Maybe we’ll have you over for dinner once we get settled,” Jill suggested amicably as they neared the door.

“You don’t have to do that, dear,” Mabel said.

“Well we want to.  We don’t know anyone in the area except for Frank’s friend from college.  I want to make a life here,” Jill said.

They had reached the door and the Mulberrys stepped outside.

“Well I’ll think about it.  Thanks for the offer.  And good luck,” Mabel said as she closed the door.  “You’ll need it,” she added after the door was closed.

“Well she’s an interesting woman,” Frank commented as they walked back to their house.

“She’s had a tough life, it sounds like.  What do you think she meant by her low property values?” Jill asked.

“I don’t even want to try to guess.”

“Why don’t we see if the other neighbor is home?” Jill suggested.

Frank didn’t feel like it but he didn’t say anything to Jill.  Jill rang the doorbell and waited.  No one answered and they couldn’t hear any movement from inside.  She tried again.

“No one’s home.  Let’s go,” Frank retorted.

“I just want to make sure,” Jill said.

Frank began walking away without her.  Jill looked back at him and then back at the door.  She lingered a moment and when she realized no one was home, ran to catch up to her husband.

Jill spent the rest of the afternoon reading and Frank listened to two of the five CDs he had brought in his luggage.  Jill was engrossed in her book when Frank came into the room.

“I think we should leave for the restaurant about now if that’s okay,” he said.

“Oh, alright,” Jill sighed, putting her bookmark in place.

She followed Frank through the house.  Frank had the directions to the restaurant written down and he had no trouble finding it.  As they were closing the car doors, a man walked out the door of the restaurant.

“Hey, Frank!” he yelled jovially.

“Larry?” Frank checked.

“You bet.  How’s it been, buddy?  Glad you made it up here safely,” he said patting him on the back.

Jill walked around the side of the car and stood near the two of them.

“Is this the missus?” Larry asked, pointing at Jill.

“That’s her,” Frank said, grinning.

“I’m Jill,” Jill held out her hand.

Larry shook it and said, “Well come on inside.  Jill, you can talk to my fiancée Becky.”

“You didn’t tell me you’re engaged,” Frank said.

“Didn’t have time, my man,” Larry said, holding the door open for Jill.

Jill went through.  A pretty redhead with heavy make-up was sitting by herself.  She got out of her seat when she saw Jill and Frank.

“Becky darling, this is the infamous Frank Mulberry,” Larry said.

“Infamous?” Jill questioned.

“We had some fun times in college.  I guess he hasn’t told you much,” Larry said.

“No, but maybe he should,” Jill said.

“You look just like your picture,” Becky said and gave Frank a quick hug.

Frank smiled sheepishly.

“You two ladies order anything you want.  Jill, it’s free tonight so don’t worry.  I have to go into the office with Frank for awhile so I’ll leave you two to your girl talk.  Later,” Larry said and led Frank by the arm towards the back of the restaurant.

“Isn’t Larry sweet?” Becky said to Jill.

“I wouldn’t know.  I just met him,” Jill said.

“I already ordered some garlic bread.  I barely ate all day so I’m starving.  You can have some if you want,” Becky said walking back to her seat.

Jill followed.

“Maybe one piece,” Jill said as she sat.

“Have two,” Becky suggested.

“I shouldn’t.  I need to lose ten pounds.”

“Don’t we all?  Frank isn’t forbidding you to eat what you want, is he?” Becky asked.

“Oh no.  He doesn’t control me like that,” Jill said defensively.

“Good.  The thing I like best about Larry is I can eat like a pig in front of him and he still wants to see me.  He says he prefers women with a little meat on their bones.  He can’t stand that waif look.  And me, I’m fifteen pounds overweight and couldn’t care less,” Becky said, biting into a piece of garlic bread.

“Well it doesn’t show.  I wouldn’t know if you didn’t tell me,” Jill said.

“Thanks.”

Jill was about to say something but then took a piece of garlic bread instead.

“So how did you meet your Prince Charming?” Becky asked.

“Well my father is a Broadway producer and...” Jill started.

“NO WAY!  You must be loaded!” Becky said.

“Well it’s dad’s money, not mine,” Jill said.

“Still.  I mean my father was a truck driver so to have a parent with such a prestigious career.  Must be great.  Do you know any celebrities?” Becky asked with excitement.

“Not really.  I met a couple at parties but I’m not friends with any.  My dream is to be a bestselling novelist myself, though,” Jill said.

“You can write?” Becky asked.

“Yeah.  I’m okay,” Jill replied.

“I wish I could say the same.  Try to get two pages out of me, it’s like pulling teeth.  Total torture.  Have you finished your first novel yet?” 

“No.  I have about fifty pages of something I started a couple years ago and never finished.  I might try something new once my computer arrives,” Jill said.

“What’s wrong with the one you started?” 

“I don’t know.  I just don’t know if I can keep it going for another hundred pages or more,” Jill said.

“Well fifty is more than I could do anyway.  So where were we?  Oh yeah, how you and Frank met!”

“Well I’ve seen almost all of my father’s plays.  And to one of them, Frank had won special tickets to the VIP section and to a gathering afterwards.  I was naturally there since it was the premiere.  We started talking, I thought he was really cute, so we made a date.  And things just continued from there.”

“How long did you know each other before he asked you to marry him?” Becky asked.  

“He asked me on the one year anniversary of our first date.  That was about a year and a half ago.  We’ll have been married for one year in five weeks.”

“Well I’ve known my Larry since he moved here six years ago.  Finally a few months ago I told him, either he was going to put a ring on my finger or I was going to look elsewhere.  Thirty’s not so far away, you know.”

“Don’t remind me,” Jill said.

“Are you two the same age?” 

“He’s one year older,” Jill replied.

“That’s great.  Do you know that my birthday and Larry’s are less than a month apart?  A couple times we celebrated on the same day,” Becky said.

“Well my father is eight years older than my mother.  He got her right out of high school.  I’m glad I didn’t get married till I was over twenty-five.  My mother always told me how she wished she could have had fun in her early twenties.”

“Were you already born by then?” Becky asked.

“My brother was,” Jill answered.

“At least your parents stayed married.  Mine got divorced right as I entered junior high.  But anyway, here we are talking away instead of ordering dinner.  Are you hungry?”

“Kind of,” Jill replied.

Becky waved to one of the waitresses who hurried right over.

“Do you need menus?” the waitress inquired.

“I know I want a bacon Swiss cheeseburger with onion straws instead of fries,” Becky said.

“Do you have anything like a grilled chicken sandwich?” Jill asked.

“Spicy or regular?” the waitress asked.

“How spicy?” Jill asked.

“Burn your mouth off,” Becky said and then laughed.  “Just kidding.  It’s no hotter than chili or salsa.”

“I guess I will try the spicy one,” Jill said.

“Fries?” the waitress asked.

“Yes.  And a diet Coke.”

“Sure.  You’re okay with your drink, Becky?”

“For now,” Becky sighed.

Larry had been showing Frank around his new office.  He quickly went over some of the computer programs and a few of the forms he would need to fill out.

“This is going to be a lot to digest at first.  What’s say we join the girls for dinner and come back later?” Larry suggested.

“Sure.  Do you think you can drive me home if Jill doesn’t want to stay?” Frank asked as they walked towards the door.

“Not a problem, bud,” Larry said.

Becky and Jill were partway through their burger and chicken sandwich as the men joined them.

“So have you two lovely ladies been gossiping about us?” Larry asked.

“Yes.  Jill told me how she met Frank,” Becky said.

“It was at that play I won tickets to, wasn’t it?” Frank asked, fondly remembering the occasion.

“Yep,” Jill said.

“Was that one of the ones your father produced?” Frank asked.

Jill nodded.

“You mean you don’t know?” Becky asked.

“Well there were so many people walking around.  I don’t think I met Jill’s father that night,” Frank said.

“You didn’t.  I brought you over to have dinner with my parents a couple months later,” Jill said.

“I remember now,” Frank said.

Larry waved to the waitress.

“Hey Jeanine.  Can you get me the same thing Becky’s having?  And get Frank here whatever he wants,” Larry said.

“I haven’t seen a menu.  What do you have?” Frank asked.

Jeanine was about to answer but Larry interrupted.  “You know what you might like.  The meatball sub.  It’s as good as the ones we used to get near school.”

“Sounds good.  I’ll take it,” Frank said.

“Do you want cheese on it?” Jeanine asked politely.

“Yes, please,” Frank said.

“And two cokes!” Larry added.

Jeanine smiled and walked away.

“She’s been working for me almost since the day I opened.  Her little boy is going to be seven in a month,” Larry informed Frank and Jill.

“She doesn’t look old enough to have a seven year old,” Jill commented.

“Well she got pregnant in high school.  She had her baby the week after graduation, I think,” Larry said.

“Is she single?” Jill asked.

“Yes, the father wants nothing to do with her or her son,” Larry said firmly.

“Our men would never do anything like that, would they Jill?” Becky said making eye contact with Frank and then Larry.

“He better not,” Jill said.

“Don’t worry.  We’re not ready to go there quite yet,” Frank said.

“I don’t want kids till I’m thirty.  But that’s only two years away, so I hope I’ll be ready,” Becky said.

“It’ll happen when it happens.  We use protection right now, but we might stop shortly after we get married,” Larry said.

“Are you two still using protection?” Becky asked.

“I’m on the pill,” Jill said.

“So what do you do for a living, Becky?” Frank asked, trying to change the topic off birth control.

“I’m a beautician.  Jill you should come by sometime.  I can make you up real pretty,” Becky said.

“She is pretty,” Frank said and hugged Jill affectionately.

“But I could make her look like a movie star!” Becky said.

“And how many movie star clients have you had, dear?” Larry asked.

“None yet, but you never know,” Becky said.

“Don’t worry, Jill.  She’s very good at what she does,” Larry said.

“My boss says Mindy might leave in a couple years and then I could be head beautician!”  Becky exclaimed.

“Along with the dollar an hour raise that comes with,” Larry said.

“Oh shush.  Just because you own this restaurant doesn’t mean you know everything.  It’s not about the money.  It’s the title.  I could teach the new girls, and customers would come to me first,” Becky said.

“Oh boy, I think I touched a nerve.  I’m sorry, hon.  I would be very happy for you if that happened,” Larry said.

“Thanks,” Becky smiled and leaned back into Larry.

“Are you going to look for a job here, Jill?” Larry asked.

“Maybe something light.  I want to try to finally get a novel finished now that it’ll be more peaceful,” Jill said.

“I hope a million people buy it when you do,” Larry said.

“She has to finish it first.  Though I’m sure with her family, getting a publisher will be a piece of cake,” Frank said.

“Possibly, but not necessarily,” Jill said.

Frank and Larry’s food arrived at that time.

“Great.  I’m starved,” Larry said and began eating immediately.

“Have any ideas?” Becky asked Jill.

Jill spent the rest of the meal talking about some book ideas she had.  She summarized what she had so far of the novel she stopped working on.  Then they talked about books and movies they liked.  Frank and Larry didn’t have much chance to speak.  Finally, Larry interrupted.

“Well I better get back to showing Frank the ropes,” he said.

“Do you want the car keys, Jill?  Larry doesn’t mind driving me home,” Frank said.

“Sure,” Jill said.

Frank took the keys out of his pocket and put them on the table.  He leaned over and kissed Jill on the cheek.  Then he walked back to the office with Larry.

“You don’t have to stay on my account.  I brought my own car,” Becky said.

“Okay.  Well it was nice to meet you,” Jill said getting up.

“Yeah, anytime you want to hang out, call.  I’ll tell Larry to give Frank my number.  I can show you the best stores in town,” Becky said.

“Sure,” Jill said and excused herself.

She walked out to the parking lot and drove home.  She almost got lost and had to struggle to remember the turns Frank made in reverse order.  She eventually arrived home and went inside.

When she went into the kitchen, she saw something that bothered her.  The carton of milk she had just bought was on the counter.  She assumed Frank must have left it there.  No one else had been in the house.

“Doesn’t he know better?  It’s probably ruined,” Jill said aloud and opened the carton to check it.

It had definitely gone bad.  Jill sighed and poured what was left down the sink.  She would have to remind herself to talk to Frank about being careless when he got back.  Then she decided to check out the game room again.  She might try a game of pool by herself.  When she entered the room, something struck her as odd.  The chess pieces had been moved.  When she first saw them, they were all in their starting positions.  Now they were spread across the board and some were on the side.  She wasn’t an expert, but it looked like the pieces had been moved according to the rules.  Like someone had been playing a game.  She would have to check with Frank about that, too.  She could have sworn he didn’t know how to play chess.

Jill then walked over to the billiard table and set the balls up.  She played by herself through two games.  It took her awhile and she was frustrated at how bad she was so she decided to stop.

She then got the book she was working on and settled into the most comfortable couch in the living room.  It was very deep and soft.  She took off her shoes so she could put her feet up.  Frank came home a couple of hours later.

“You really like to read, don’t you?” he said.

“Yes.  So do you think your job will be okay?” Jill asked.

“Yeah.  It looks like a lot of paperwork, though,” Frank told her.

“Well I’m sure you can handle it.  Do you get to hire and fire people?” 

“I think Larry still wants to take care of that.  But I’m in charge of the paychecks,” Frank said sitting down in a recliner.

“That’s good.  So I wanted to mention something I saw when I came home,” Jill said.

“What?” 

“You left the milk I just bought out on the counter and I had to dump it,” Jill said.

“No I didn’t,” Frank said.

“Um, I know I didn’t so it had to have been you.  Did you have milk today?” 

“Yeah, one cup.  But I’m sure I put it back in the refrigerator.  I could swear to it,” Frank said.

“Well you forgot.  Can you please just try to be more careful?” Jill said.

“Oh Jill, it’s only a couple dollars.  Little things like this happen sometimes.  I guess I thought I did when I didn’t.  I’m sorry.  I can pick up another carton tomorrow,” Frank said.

“Well, OK,” Jill said and looked back at her book.

“You look like you’re almost done,” Frank commented.

“Maybe half an hour to forty five minutes left.”

“Is that the one you were reading in the car?” Frank asked.

“No.  I finished that,” Jill said.

“Well I might go to bed soon,” Frank said, getting up.

“Do you have to work all day tomorrow?” Jill asked.

“Pretty much.  You won’t be too bored home all day, will you?”

“I’ll find something to do,” Jill replied.

Frank walked upstairs and called, “I’ll be in the shower!”

Jill heard the water running for about twenty minutes.  Since she didn’t have much left to read in her book, she finished it in the living room.  Then she put it on the table next to the couch, walked through the house, made sure everything was locked and the lights were turned off, and walked upstairs.

Frank was in bed with the lights off when she entered their bedroom.  She changed into her nightgown and got in next to him.

“Long shower tonight, huh?” she whispered.

“What do you mean?” he groaned sleepily.

“You’re usually in there for only five minutes.  This time it was at least twenty,” Jill said.

“Nope, I took one just like I usually do.  Seven minutes was the maximum I could have been in there,” Frank said.

“Well if you checked the clock you would have seen it was twenty,” Jill said.

Frank opened his eyes and propped himself up on his elbows.

“Jill, is this a problem?  Are you worried about wasting water?” he asked.

“No.  If you want to take a long shower, that’s fine.  I was just commenting that you were in there longer than usual,” Jill said.

“It couldn’t have been that long.  Maybe you were engrossed in your book and it just seemed like twenty minutes,” Frank said.

“Look, this is a stupid thing to fight over.  It doesn’t matter.  Let’s just have a good night’s rest, okay?” 

Frank’s expression softened.  He kissed her quickly and then rolled over on his stomach.  Jill fell asleep within ten minutes.

About three a.m., Jill woke to hear the same classical music playing that she heard the night before.  She got a little scared again and tried to wake Frank.  He just groaned.  After a moment of thought, she decided to go downstairs and see if she could tell where it was coming from.  She gently pulled off her side of the covers and got out of bed.  She tiptoed across the room and opened the door.  The house was very dark and she could barely see, but she knew the staircase should be straight ahead after turning to the left.

She felt the banister against her thin nightgown.  She could still hear the music.  She was about to go downstairs when she looked to the left and saw something that frightened her.  Down the hall, in one of the extra bedrooms, there was light.  The door was closed but she could see light coming from under the door.  She thought about getting Frank, but then thought maybe a light had been left on when they got to the house.  She might not have noticed in the daylight.  Jill went slowly down the hall and her heart began to beat faster.  She touched the doorknob and it felt warm.  She turned the handle, pushed open the door, and froze.

The room was full of at least fifty candles.  Some were on long old fashioned candlesticks, some were short.  The lights flickered and danced against the wall and ceiling.  But what she saw on the bed frightened her most of all.  A man and a woman were having sex.  The covers were on but she could tell the woman was wearing a red teddy and the man had an unbuttoned shirt on.  They didn’t look at her but kept on moving.

“Who the fuck are you two?  FRANK!” Jill screamed at the top of her lungs.

The woman turned to stare at Jill and Jill felt a lump in her throat.  The woman’s eyes were glowing red.  She looked like a demon.  The man kept his rhythmic motion, oblivious to Jill.  The woman hissed like a cat and then the mirror on the nightstand shattered violently.  The glass flew across the room like it had been blown by a large fan.  Jill felt herself fall backwards a little.

Jill was about to run for her life but the next thing she knew she was sitting up in bed.  Frank was still asleep next to her.

“Oh my god.  What a dream,” she whispered and held her hand to her forehead.  She was sweating.

She nervously lay back down.  She didn’t dare get up and walk around in the dark now.  She thought about checking the room from her dream, but definitely not in the middle of the night.  She would look around better in the morning.  She wondered what caused her to have such a nightmare.  Her dreams were usually pleasant.  She hadn’t seen a scary movie lately, so she wasn’t sure what caused it.  She told herself it might have been something she ate or a manifestation of her bickering with her husband.

Anyhow, Jill stayed awake for hours.  She was uncomfortable but too unsettled to get out of bed.  Finally just as it started getting light outside, she fell into a dreamless sleep.
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Chapter Three
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Jill woke up to find Frank gone.  She checked the clock and saw it was ten in the morning.  Even though she hadn’t slept well, she didn’t feel the least bit tired.  She got up and walked downstairs.  On the refrigerator, Jill noticed a note.  She took it in her hand and read it.

It read “Jill.  Sorry about yesterday.  Went out early and got you milk.  See you tonight.  Love you.  Frank.”

Jill felt better when she read it.  She opened the refrigerator and saw a half gallon of milk, one percent just like she liked.

“He can be sweet sometimes,” Jill said to herself and then looked in the cabinets for something to eat for breakfast.  She decided on cereal.  She didn’t have a proper bowl to have with milk so she had it dry on a plate.  She wished she had her own car so she could do more shopping.  She realized how much more she needed just for the kitchen.  And the bathroom needed a lot of items as well.  She liked to keep the medicine cabinet stocked in case of emergencies and there was currently nothing in there.  If she felt like it she would go later that night, if not, then Saturday.

After she finished eating, she quickly poured and drank a cup of milk.  Then she put her plate down and went back upstairs.  She took a shower and it relaxed her.  She considered a bath but she only liked them at night.  It didn’t seem right to take one in the morning.  She didn’t want to put her clothes on till her hair was dry so she got into her bathrobe.  She sat on the edge of the bed and thought about her nightmare of a few hours before.  While she was experiencing it, it had seemed so real.  But she told herself there were no such thing as red eyed women who could shatter mirrors with a hiss.  Nevertheless, she got up and walked to the hall.

She felt much safer in the daylight as she approached the room she went into in the dream.  The dream was accurate about the house down to the length of the hall.  Soon she would see if the inside of the bedroom was accurate too.  She opened the door and was relieved to see that the room wasn’t covered in candles.  There was only one little one on the dresser.  However, there was a mirror that looked just like the one she had seen last night.  She approached it and touched the glass.  There was no indication it had ever been broken.  She looked at her reflection.  Behind her, the bed was neatly made.  There was nothing on the floor.

Impulsively, she opened the first dresser drawer.  It was empty except for an old photo album.  She wondered who had left it and if there were any pictures inside.  She wasn’t sure if she should snoop and open it.  Jill held it in her hands and ran her fingers over the raised design on the cover.  She almost jumped out of her skin when she heard the doorbell ring.  

Realizing it was only the doorbell and not something sinister, she quickly put the album on top of the dresser and closed the drawer.  She hurried out of the room.  The doorbell rang again as she was walking down the stairs.
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