
  
    [image: Leave it to Max]
  


  
    
      LEAVE IT TO MAX

      A LUCCHETTI PREQUEL NOVEL

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        LORI HANDELAND

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Savannah is more than a city, it’s a state of mind.”

        —Arthur Gordon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Night descended upon Savannah like the wings of a great black bat. Cool air wafted along the ancient city streets. Dawn would not tint the river for hours upon hours.

      Max Frasier should not be out at night. He was only eight and his mom would have a hissy. But when his best and only friend, Sammy Sontag, pulled him aside after school and whispered, “There’s a vampire livin’ in the old Alexander place. Wanna go see?” he’d agreed before he’d remembered that vampires only appear at night.

      By then he could not back out. A lot of kids thought him a wussy already, on account of he was little, skinny and scared of a lot. Max didn’t much like the dark. He’d always been spooked by closets and basements and such. He couldn’t even go in the bathroom without opening the shower curtain, as well as every door and drawer in the place. Drove his mom nuts, but he couldn’t stop. Who knew what lay in wait within those shadowy compartments? The one time he didn’t look would be the last time he needed to.

      Those were the rules of his world. Under the bed lived awful things. In closets lurked monsters unimaginable.

      And in the dark? Anything could happen.

      “Come on!” Sammy urged. “It’s almost time.”

      Max inched up next to his friend. “For what?”

      They skulked behind some low bushes, just like the bad guys always did in his dreams. Max had a lot of dreams—sometimes even when he was asleep. He shivered as cool fingers drifted along his neck. But when he turned, no one was there. No one ever was.

      His Gramma Rosie, though she refused to answer if he used the word Gramma, said Max was sensitive. Max figured that was a nice, adult way to say wussy. Still, Rosie always understood when he was afraid. His mom just looked concerned—as if she’d done something wrong. Moms were like that, Rosie said, especially moms like his.

      “You’ll see for what,” Sammy answered. “As soon as the sun goes all the way down, a light will go on upstairs, and he’ll come outside.”

      “Just ’cause he likes to come out in the dark don’t make him a vampire,” Max pointed out.

      “Guess not. But no one’s ever seen him during the day. Ever. He has all sorts of stuff delivered. At night. No one knows his name. He hasn’t come over to meet the neighbors, like a gentleman should.”

      “Still doesn’t make him undead.”

      “What about the coffin?”

      Max gulped. “Coffin?”

      Sammy slid him a sly look. “The one the movers took in the house. I was watchin’ and I saw everything—furniture, boxes, coffin. No people but the movin’ guys. ’Cause it was daytime, see?”

      Max saw. The other weird thing about Max was that even though he was scared of things that went bump in the night, they also fascinated him. He liked nothin’ better than a good scary story or a creepy old movie. Which made no sense—but what did in this world?

      His grampa had died jumping out of an airplane. Max had no idea why you’d want to jump out of a perfectly good plane. It had been a bad idea for Grampa, anyway.

      His gramma was a fruitcake, or so most of Savannah said because Rosie liked to stand up for people and animals that had no one else to stand up for them. It didn’t matter to her if snails were slimy or fish had cold blood or ghosts often disappeared before sayin’ thank-you. To Rosie what was right was right, what was wrong stunk, and she knew the difference better than anyone.

      But Savannah was used to odd characters. Like Viola and Violet, the elderly twin sisters who kept a trained goose in their backyard—something that drove Rosie bonkers and had started a running feud between her and the sisters. Or the man who continued to walk a dog years after it had died, and the lady who wore clothes dating from the War of Northern Aggression so the ghosts in her parlor wouldn’t know that they were dead. With all those characters, and then some, wandering Savannah, the folks who called Rosie a “fruitcake” did so with a fond smile.

      They never said “lawyer” that way, though his mom insisted she was the kind of lawyer who helped people. Savannah had never taken much to lawyers. In the oldest, olden days lawyers hadn’t even been allowed in the Colony of Georgia.

      The thing that made the least sense of all to Max was how his dad had died before Max was born, and Mom still seemed awful mad about it—so mad she never mentioned his name but once. Heck, Max wouldn’t even know his dad was named James unless he’d asked a hundred thousand times.

      Maybe she was mad because Dad had died before they could get married, which explained why Max, his mom and his gramma all had the same last name. Though, no one else seemed to care, so why should she?

      “There,” Sammy said, and Max jumped.

      A light came on upstairs. The Alexander place was a monstrous house built on one of the outer squares of old Savannah. The place had been empty for a long time—no one had been able to afford the high price. Until now.

      “You know vampires live forever, so they have lots of time to make money,” Sammy whispered. “He probably has houses like this all over the world.”

      “What for?”

      “So he can run to another safe place when the mob comes to stake him.”

      Max couldn’t imagine the laid-back folk of Savannah getting riled about much of anything—least of all a vampire. They were kind of a live-and-let-live—or maybe die—sort of crowd. But then, you never knew. Look what had happened to Count Dracula in every single movie.

      The front door of the mansion creaked open. Max shivered at the sound, straight from one of those movies he’d been thinking on. Someone appeared on the porch.

      At first all Max could see was a tall outline. Then the street lamps flared to life, and the man flinched, putting his hand up to shade his eyes. When he dropped his arm, the silver glare slanted across the porch.

      His dark hair brushed the shoulders of his black shirt, and his skin glowed pale beneath the wash of shimmering light. The man breathed deeply, as if he couldn’t get enough of the fresh river air, then stretched his arms upward, leaned his head back and gave a hissing groan.

      Max gasped.

      The sound wasn’t loud, but the man stilled, then slowly dropped his arms, turned his head and looked right at their bush. Right at them.

      Max and Sammy ran.
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        * * *

      

      Garrett Stark watched the kids disappear into the night. Before now, only the brown-haired one had been hanging around. Tonight he’d brought along a towhead for company.

      Garrett smothered a smile as the boy stumbled, fell, then righted himself and ran on. The towhead appeared to have mighty big feet. Garrett remembered having a whole lot of scraped knees for a whole lot of years. At least until he’d grown into his own feet.

      Would the two be back tomorrow with friends? What was so darn fascinating about him? These days he didn’t even interest himself.

      They couldn’t know who he was. He’d had his agent rent this place for him. He never connected a phone, preferring a cell phone because he moved around so much. Even if the kids had heard his name, weren’t they a bit young to know the work of Garrett Stark, bestselling horror novelist?

      Or at least he had been a bestselling novelist up to his last book—which just might be his last book the way things looked.

      Today had begun well enough. He’d rolled out of bed with the sun, watched the wake-up news while he ran on the treadmill, a necessary but horrific evil in his opinion—both the news and the treadmill—then taken his coffee into the office, answered his e-mail and begun to write.

      Like every other day for the past nine months, things had gone downhill from there. By lunch he had one page. As punishment, he skipped lunch. He wasn’t hungry anyway. He ought to recommend panic sauce to Jenny Craig International.

      By early evening, he had two pages. However, when he read them over he decided the two could be combined into one, and he was back to where he’d started at lunch. What could be a suitable punishment for that?

      At the insistent buzz of his cell phone, he glanced at the caller ID, which revealed cruel and unusual punishment. A call from his agent, Andrew—never Andy, never Drew—Lawton. As if anyone would address someone of Lawton’s demeanor as Andy.

      Lawton might resemble a proper English earl, but his negotiation skills were pure New York City, where he’d lived all his life. Andrew worked fast, talked fast; hell, he even walked fast.

      “I expected a rough draft by now.” Andrew never bothered with such trivialities as “Hello.”

      “Me, too,” Garrett mumbled.

      “Come back?”

      “You’ll be the first to know when I’ve got one.”

      “You’re right, because I’m coming down there to get it.”

      Garrett blinked, then gaped at the phone, but Andrew was already rattling off his arrival time—tomorrow. Agents didn’t do things like that in the usual course of publishing. Or at least, most agents of most writers.

      But Garrett’s agent had once been his editor. Andrew had yanked Garrett’s tome from the proverbial slush pile and taken them both from eating canned tuna to smoked salmon, if not imported caviar.

      Andrew had always loved a good deal just a bit more than he loved a good book, so a few years back he’d left editing and become an agent. His caviar dreams were still just that but he had high hopes, which explained why he felt he had to come to Savannah.

      Garrett cursed.

      “It doesn’t matter what you say, I’m coming.”

      “I know. It’s one of your charms.”

      “That’s me. Charming Andrew.’’

      Garrett snorted. One thing Andrew was not was charming. That was why Garrett liked him so much. Despite that, despite how well they worked together on the business end, regardless of the fact that Andrew was the only true friend he had, the quickest way to smother any breath of creativity would be for Andrew to arrive in town. The man had an imagination deficit.

      “If you start hanging around, I’ll never finish.” Garrett wasn’t required to admit that he hadn’t even started. While he should be in the middle of the book, the only thing he seemed to be in the middle of was a panic attack.

      Silence from the other end of the line made Garrett frown. Another thing Andrew was not was quiet. Had he hurt the man’s feelings? Impossible. Andrew had few feelings to hurt. Another reason Garrett liked him.

      “You’d tell me if anything was seriously wrong, wouldn’t you?” his agent asked in an uncharacteristically sympathetic tone.

      “Seriously wrong?”

      “Like if you were dying of brain cancer or congestive heart failure.”

      “My, aren’t we cheery?”

      “You’ve got me worried, Garrett. You’re just not yourself.”

      Garrett wasn’t sure who he was anymore. That was why he’d come back here.

      “This book is important,” Andrew continued. “It’s your chance to be more than a paperback writer.”

      “I like being a paperback writer.”

      “But don’t you want to move up? Be bigger, better, more?”

      God, Andrew was such an agent.

      “I always thought I did.”

      As usual, Andrew took Garrett’s indecision and made it a decision he wanted to hear. “Glad to hear it. This is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for. Your first hardcover.” He said the three words the way a patriarch might say, Your firstborn son. “But with the size of the advance...the book has to be special, Garrett.”

      He resisted the urge to snarl. He hated that word. It didn’t mean dink—especially when applied to a book. One man’s special was another man’s crap.

      “Special. Right.”

      “What’s the idea?”

      Special crap.

      Garrett’s laugh ended up sounding just a bit crazed. He snapped his lips shut but not before Andrew heard. The man might be oblivious about some things, but he worked with authors every day. Andrew knew trouble when he heard it.

      “I might be able to catch a red-eye.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Or as fine as I can be as I watch the chance of a lifetime go up in flames.

      Garrett cleared his throat and put some steel into his voice. “I’m not kidding, Andrew. If you come down here, you’re fired.”

      Andrew laughed. Technically, Lawton worked for Garrett. But Garrett had never had the guts to point that out.

      “Okay.” Andrew managed to stop laughing for a minute. “I’ll stay put. For now.”

      After Andrew hung up, Garrett went inside, made himself a drink and returned to the porch. Since coming back to Savannah, an after work libation had become a habit. At this rate he’d be doing an Edgar Allan Poe imitation before long. Why was it that so many brilliant, famous writers were also drunken psychotics? Made a man consider a change of vocation.

      What person in his right mind would sit in an office as the sun shone bright and stare at a computer screen, never showing his face in the light of day because he was too occupied with the people who lived within that little gray box? Like one of those creatures of the night he wrote about, Garrett only turned off his computer and ventured outside after dark.

      You went where the Muse took you, or where she said you must go. If you didn’t, she might go silent. She might just run away and never come back.

      Garrett had never thought his Muse, voice, gift—whatever— would get testy on him.

      “Another day, another piece of crap.” He toasted the rising moon.  “Very special crap.”

      Garrett drank, but the burn of alcohol in the depth of his empty stomach did not jump-start his Muse. How had Poe managed?

      What had brought on this uncharacteristic detour to the bottle? The fact that Garrett could no longer write? Or the fear that he’d never been able to in the first place?

      The last time, Savannah had been magic for him, and when he’d left he’d written his first book in a whirlwind of creativity that had earned him money, accolades and stellar reviews.

      He had already been here a week, and his Muse was as quiet as the house he’d rented, far from the madding crowd on River Street, from the gaily painted trolleys that chugged around and around the historic district, from the red-brick museums and the nighttime ghost walks and the white marble monuments—from everything that made Savannah, Savannah.

      He’d never before had a problem with inspiration. Fresh vistas, an illusion of freedom, the reality of solitude—all fueled his creativity. He rented a new house for every new book, kept his personal belongings to a minimum and his emotional entanglements even lighter. He was living the life he’d dreamed of all those years ago and loving it—or he had been, until nine months ago.

      “When everything went to hell.”

      The sound of his own voice, unnaturally loud in the darkness, made Garrett place the tumbler of whiskey, still half finished, upon the porch railing with a thump. He suspected Poe had done a lot of talking to himself, too.

      Perhaps a brisk walk through this fair city would clear his head. Certainly couldn’t hurt.

      Fall in Savannah was a thing of beauty. The air, as warm as a midwestern summer night, smelled of the sea and the South. To a boy raised on the tang of red-dirt Missouri, the scent of Savannah could make you weep for more. Everything here moved slower, lasted longer, dug deeper. That was why he’d run all those years ago.

      Garrett turned in to the Colonial Park Cemetery, final resting place of several Georgia governors and one Button Gwinnett, signer of the Declaration of Independence—though many disputed that the body in Button’s grave was actually Button. In Savannah, things like that happened all the time. Sometimes upon exhumation and DNA testing it was discovered not only that the famous body in the grave was not famous, but that it was actually several bodies tossed in just for rascally DNA fun.

      How could a writer of horror not thrive in a place like this?

      Yeah, tell it to the Muse.

      In each city where he’d lived, Garrett became familiar with the cemeteries. For some reason they soothed him, and he often walked at dusk, dawn or any time in between through the peaceful resting places, dreaming, plotting, even conversing with those who weren’t anywhere but inside his head.

      A shuffle to his rear made Garrett slow. He angled his head and caught sight of a tiny shadow flitting between the moon-pale headstones. His friend had come back—but which one? Someone’s mommy was awfully lenient in the wandering-child department.

      Tonight Garrett didn’t mind the company. He meandered through the cemetery, shadow in tow, reading the names on the stones and making up stories to go with them, like a creative writing exercise. Not that he’d ever taken creative writing, but he’d heard about it.

      Looped about one stone was a rosary; along another some garlic; a third sported a necklace of unknown origin, perhaps voodoo by the appearance of the feathers. Over two centuries of cultural, ethnic and religious diversity at its finest.

      Garrett looked but did not touch. He respected offerings to the other side. Whatever worked. If he thought it would help him get an idea, he’d make a few offerings himself.

      As he continued to walk, alone, yet not alone, Garrett heard the teasing lilt of his Muse, and as he wandered out of the cemetery and the dark city streets, he no longer thought about his shadow companion, but instead listened to the strains of a story tumbling about in his busy brain.

      The thump followed by the muffled cry did not register in his tossing, turning sea of turmoil until much later—and by then the damage was done.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Ms. Frasier,” the duty nurse chirped as Olivia skidded into the brightly lit foyer of her local emergency room. “Third door on the left.”

      Livy nodded, not bothering to answer. Her heart blocked her throat, anyway—just as it did each time she was called to this place.

      Everyone knew them here. As soon as Max had walked in, alone, the duty nurse had called Livy. Livy had to wonder if her number was on their speed dial by now.

      This time Max had broken something. And not a vase or a plate or a cup. This time he’d broken a bone.

      Livy was livid. Where had he been in the dark?

      Being a lawyer, Livy knew all about horrible things. Having lost Max’s father before Max was born, she had been terrified ever since that she’d lose Max, too. Her mother said she was overprotective. Of course, Mama was eccentric—a bohemian, a hippie, a free spirit, a nut—it all depended on who you were talking to at the time.

      Mama thought Max should be allowed to roam the streets freely and return at will. “You can’t keep the child in a glass case, sugar, no matter how much you might want to.”

      Glass case? Very funny. Max would break that in no time flat.

      Livy slammed her palm against the door to room number three. Max sat atop the exam table—small and wan and scared. He damn straight ought to be.

      His hair had bleached in the summer sun and the bright lights made it shine white. Livy had never been able to figure out where the amazing blond hair had come from. Her own was light brown, nothing special at all. His father’s hair had been black as the wings of a raven. The only hints of the man in Max was the deep, dark shade of his eyes—and a wandering soul.

      The doctor—Smith, she recalled—gave Livy a smile meant to comfort. Such niceties never worked on her, so he got down to business.

      “There is a fracture. Almost didn’t see it because of the growth plates at this age, but that’s what we’ve got a radiologist for. Max will be fine. Nothing a shiny new cast and some Tylenol won’t cure.”

      She growled at his happy face, and the good Dr. Smith wisely left the room. ‘‘Spill it,” Livy snapped.

      Max stared at the ice bag on his forearm, then swallowed. “I was hangin’ with Sammy.”

      ‘‘Where?”

      “Out near his house.”

      “When you say ‘hanging,’ what does that mean?” She had visions of him swinging upside down on gnarly tree limbs, ripping open arteries in his thigh, landing on his head, falling into a coma⁠—

      “I don’t know. Doin’ stuff.”

      “What kind of stuff?” Livy sounded as if she were in court, but she couldn’t help herself. Questions were her business. Panic was her life.

      “Kid stuff. Guy stuff. Stuff. You know?”

      Livy hadn’t a clue, and she was starting to get a headache. “Well, next time you feel the need to do ‘guy stuff,’ could you be done by dark?”

      “Maybe.”

      Grinding her teeth really didn’t help a headache, Livy discovered. She sat next to Max on the exam table. “How did this happen?”

      “I tripped.”

      “Really? I’d never have guessed. Where were you when you tripped?”

      Max flicked a glance at her from beneath his overgrown bangs. No matter how many times she took him to the barber, his hair was always long. No matter how many times she cut his nails, they always resembled those of the Wicked Witch.

      Livy resisted the urge to brush the bangs from his face. Resisted, because if she lost the anger, she’d start to cry. Call her sensitive, but when she got a call from the emergency room as she was frantically dialing anyone who’d ever known her son and asking where he was in the dark of the night... Well, that kind of stuff preyed on a mother’s mind.

      “I cut through the cemetery. And I fell.”

      “Aw, Max. I told you about cemeteries. How they’re dark, and there’re all those stones hidden in the grass, just waiting for boys to fall over them. See what happened?”

      “It’s funny, but every time you tell me what’s going to happen, it always does.”

      Max was an accident-prone, self-fulfilling prophecy.

      “Yeah, call me psychic. Wait.” She put her hand to her head. “I’m getting another flash of the future.” She dropped her hand. “You’re grounded, buddy.”

      “But, Mom⁠—”

      “Grounded. Two weeks.” Hooking an arm around his thin shoulders, she pulled him close. The sweet scent of his hair soothed her panic. He was here and he was whole—albeit cracked. All things considered, they’d gotten off lucky.

      Again.
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      Max was no dummy. He knew better than to ask his mom about vampires.

      The first time she’d caught him watching a black-and-white horror movie, she’d come home the next day with a stack of books about Hollywood makeup and special effects. She’d explained movies and how they weren’t real—just like all the other fun things, such as Santa and the Easter bunny and the fairy lady who collected teeth. Although Max thought that last one was nearly as scary as a mummy chasin’ you through a cave.

      Max always listened when his mom got to explainin’ because it made her feel better—and she worried a lot. But there was more to this world than what you could see. Especially in a place like Savannah, where the trees whispered, the river laughed and ghosts walked.

      He made up for the loss of Santa by believing in darker things than that merry old elf. In Max’s world bad stuff happened a lot—usually when he was trying like mad to keep it from sliding downhill and falling on top of him.

      So after his mom brought him home and tucked him in, Max snuck from his room and went directly to his expert on all things weird.

      “Rosie? Can a vampire really live forever?”

      She flicked her long tail of black hair past her shoulder, then peered at him over the rim of her reading glasses. Rosie’s hair was pretty, even with the strip of white at her temple that looked just like Lily Munster’s.

      Mom always said any woman over forty should cut her hair. To which Rosie would reply, “You can cut my hair off my cold, dead carcass.”

      Sometimes Rosie was pretty funny.

      She set down Heaven Is For Real, then patted the bed, inviting Max to join her. Rosie was like that. When Max had a question, she put everything aside to hear it.

      “What brought up vampires?”

      He shrugged, not wanting to admit that he thought they had one in Savannah. Until he was sure, he wasn’t tellin’ any grown-ups, not even Rosie.

      Max took his time joining her on the quilt she’d sewn from Mom’s old dresses and Max’s baby clothes. Some days they took the quilt outside, and while they sat in the sun, Rosie would tell him stories about the places his mom had visited while wearing each dress, or the cute things Max had done when wearing every little outfit.

      Rosie pulled Max close to her side. She patted his cast, murmured, “Nice,” and that was all she said about that. With his mom, he’d probably never hear the end of it.

      Max snuggled up to Rosie and took a great big sniff. She always smelled like cookies, even when she hadn’t made any. And her arms were strong, even though the side he rested against was softer than soft. But best of all, her lap was always empty and her ears were always open to a little boy who needed someone to talk to. Max figured Rosie was the best gramma in the entire universe, even if she didn’t let him call her that.

      “Max?” she prompted.

      He tried to think of the best way to lie without really lyin’. His mom, being a lawyer and all, was big on the truth.

      “I was just reading.” True enough, he was always reading. “And the books said vampires live forever, and they can heal anything—cuts and bullet holes and all sorts of gory stuff.”

      “I think they have a hard time healing a stake through the heart, or decapitation, or a silver bullet.”

      “That’s a werewolf.”

      “Really?”

      Max nodded.

      “All right. Forget that last one. But basically, yes, I think vampires are on the indestructible list. Know any?”

      “Nope.” He spoke too fast, ’cause Rosie’s eyes narrowed. She might be an easygoing fruitcake, but she wasn’t dumb either.

      “Your mother might worry too much, but that’s because she sees a lot of bad things happen. There’s a whole lot of crazy goin’ on out there, and it could splash over onto us. If somebody’s bothering you, sugar, you should tell me.”

      “Nobody’s bothering me.” Since that was true, he had no trouble making Rosie believe him.

      “And this vampire thing?”

      “I thought I’d write a story.”

      “That’s wonderful!” Her face became one big smile. She loved his stories, always praising his imagination and creativity long and loud. “And you’ll draw pictures, too? You always do them so well.”

      He shrugged, at once embarrassed and thrilled. “I better get back to bed. You know⁠—”

      “—how Mom is,” she finished.

      A quick kiss, a loving pat, and Max left Rosie with her book. He had a hard time falling asleep because his arm ached, so it seemed as if he’d only been out a second when his mom crept into his room.

      Usually Max slept hard and didn’t wake up for much. But with his arm feelin’ funny, sleep wasn’t staying with him tonight. Even though he was awake, he kept his eyes closed and stayed real still, because if his mom was creepin’, she didn’t want him to wake up.

      She’d told him once that she came into his room and watched him sleep whenever she was sad or scared. That must be after he did somethin’ bad. Max figured breakin’ a bone was the baddest thing of all.

      She stood next to his bed and stared at him, which was kind of creepy, except this was his mom. Moms always did weird things and called them love.

      “Ah, baby,” she whispered, and Max heard the tears in her voice. She touched his cheek, and he liked that. Moms also touched you just right when you needed it the most.

      Max drifted in a hazy place between asleep and awake. His mom was near and the dark was nearly gone. Lying here like this was almost as good as when she let him sleep in her bed, which didn’t happen much anymore ’cause he kicked like a mean old mule.

      “I keep seeing you hitting your head in that graveyard and not your arm. Max, you break my heart.”

      Max never tried to get hurt. Bad stuff just happened to him. The worst stuff of all was the sad in Mom’s eyes when she mopped up the blood, or bandaged the cut, or put ice on the bruises and bumps. And when she drove him home from the E.R.?

      Tears pressed behind Max’s closed eyelids. The sad in Mom’s eyes spread all over the place.

      “I keep seeing my dad, then yours. Silly. They’re both gone. Maybe it’s just the season.” She took a deep breath, then let all the air rush back out. “Maybe.”

      For a few minutes she stayed quiet, and Max considered holding her hand, letting her know he was awake, until she spoke again.

      “This was close tonight. God, I’m scared. Please don’t take Max from me. Not another one. Not again. Please. Please!”

      The wobble in his mom’s voice convinced Max that what he’d been thinkin’ about he needed to do. He’d been playin’ around too long.

      When she went back to her room, he lay there remembering all he’d seen in the cemetery. The dark man with the pale face had glided through the mist with such ease that his body seemed to disappear from here and appear over there with immortal speed. He stopped at certain headstones, peered at the names, but he never, ever touched the garlic or the crucifix-laden rosaries.

      Max might be scared, but his mom was scareder, and he knew just how to make her happy again—how to make her happy forever.

      Max got out of bed, dressed and slipped from the house.

      He had a date with a vampire.
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        * * *

      

      Garrett slept for a few hours after his walk in the graveyard. He’d hoped his subconscious would grow the seed of the idea he’d first heard in the cemetery. But when he awoke there was nothing left of it.

      He gave in to the urge he’d had since coming back to Savannah and walked to the streets where he’d lived all those years ago. He even wandered by the house that held the room he’d rented way back then.

      Nothing brought inspiration, so he returned home, ran through his wake-up routine and started pounding coffee. Then he stared at his solitary page from yesterday and decided it was crap, too.

      A surreptitious scrape echoed from the rear of the house. That had sounded like the back door closing, very quietly.

      Just as quietly, Garrett put down his coffee mug and crept toward the kitchen. A shuffle, reminiscent of last night’s follower, drifted from the dining room, where he’d stored the latest gag gift from his laugh-riot agent.

      Garrett and Andrew had a running competition for who could give the most ridiculous and annoying present. Andrew’s latest looked to be a hands-down winner because of its size and unwillingness to be offloaded on any local chapter of Goodwill.

      A horrendous creak erupted, and Garrett took the last few feet to the entryway in a fancy two-step. He was just in time to see his towheaded little buddy peering into the wooden coffin—Andrew’s gift—that Garrett had been using as a dining room accent.

      “I’m not in there.”

      The kid jumped a foot, and barely missed losing a finger as the coffin lid slammed shut. He spun about, huge dark eyes wide in a tiny, pale face. The cast on his arm brought a shadow memory to the forefront of Garrett’s mind.

      A thump. A cry. Then nothing. Damn. He’d been off in his own little world last night.

      “Did you fall in the cemetery?” he asked.

      If possible, the kid’s face went a lighter shade of gray. Garrett, unused to childlike histrionics and how to avert them, kept right on asking questions in the hope that sooner or later an answer would tumble out. “Why are you in my house?”

      “Back door was open.”

      “Which is an invitation to come right on in?”

      The child shrugged. What was it about the boy that was so familiar? Garrett had only seen him from a distance yesterday.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Max.”

      “Well, Max, what do you want?”

      The child gulped, straightened his spine and approached Garrett. The expression on his face was that of a man fated to die but unable to stop it. Why would a kid look like that?

      “I want to be like you.”

      “You know who I am?”

      Garrett took great pains to keep his face out of the media. He refused to have his picture on the jacket of a book. He did not do interviews or signings. His need for isolation in order to write made such measures necessary.

      “I won’t tell anyone. Not if you make me like you.”

      Where were this kid’s parents? Why was he out chasing Garrett through a cemetery after dark, breaking his arm, sneaking into Garrett’s house before dawn and reading Garrett’s books? They were not for children.

      “It takes years and years of practice to be like me.”

      Max’s shoulders slumped. “Really? I thought you could just, you know, do it now, and I’d be like you right away.”

      “Do what?”

      “Whatever it is vampires do.”

      Garrett was left gaping like the suicidal goldfish he’d owned once that had flipped out of its bowl and onto the carpet. “You think I’m a vampire?”

      “I’ve been watchin’ you. I know how it works. I wanna be undead. That way, whenever I get hurt, I’ll heal. And no matter what trouble I get into, I’ll never die.”

      Garrett was too intrigued to set the kid straight right away. He’d always been fascinated with people and motivations. Call it his job.

      “Why do you want those things?”

      “So my mom won’t cry anymore.”

      The answer, delivered with such innocence, gave Garrett a lump in his throat. He coughed to clear the lump, but it didn’t want to go. “Your mom cries a lot?”

      “Not when I’m lookin’. On account of she doesn’t want me to feel bad. I can’t help it if I fall down a lot.” He held up his cast for emphasis. “She’s real scared that I’m gonna fall too hard and die. My grampa fell and died. And my dad—well, he just died—I’m not sure how.”

      Garrett couldn’t keep his eyes off Max. He was starting to hear that idea again—coming out of this kid’s mouth. He’d never written a book that had a child in it. Kids believed all sorts of crazy things. When you were young, the line between reality and fantasy was thin to nonexistent, and for Garrett that line had never thickened much at all.

      “So can you make me undead?” Max pressed. “I kind of need to know right now. My mom’s gonna find out I’m not in bed, and then she just might kill me.”

      “I think I’d better meet your mom.”

      “But—but—” Max glanced toward the window, where the steamy light of dawn spread. “The sun’s comin’ up. You can’t go outside.”

      “Wanna bet?” Garrett walked through the kitchen and stepped into the morning light.

      Max flinched, as if he expected Garrett to self-combust.

      Garrett laughed. “I can go out.” He stepped inside. “I can go in.” He jumped back out. “I can go out.”

      The boy’s eyes widened. “You must be a master.”

      “That’s what some of my reviews say.”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind. Where did you get the idea that I was a vampire?”

      “You only go out at night.”

      “Because I work all day. Sometimes at night, too.” Garrett made a face. “Though not lately.”

      “When you were walkin’ in the cemetery, you looked real close but you never touched the rosaries or the garlic on the gravestones.”

      “And I never will. Those things are special and private.”

      Max still didn’t look convinced.

      “I swear I’m not a vampire. I’m a horror writer.”

      “You mean you have to go to summer school and practice?”

      For a minute Garrett stared at Max, confused. Then the light dawned. “Not a horrible writer, a horror writer. I write books about vampires. I’m not one of them.”

      Max glanced at the coffin. “Then what’s that for?”

      “The fireplace, it looks like. Let me take you home before your mom calls the cops.”

      “I know all the cops. Nearly as good as I know the nurses and the doctors at the E.R.”

      The kid was so perfect it was almost as if Garrett had invented him.

      “You really thought I was a vampire?”

      “Well...” Max appeared sheepish. “I kind of know there’s no such thing, but then again...I was hopin’ there was.”

      “I understand how that is. Lead on, Max.”

      “’Kay.” Max slipped his hand into Garrett’s, as trusting as—well—a child.

      A funny tumble started in the pit of Garrett’s stomach, which he attributed to too little sleep and too much coffee. All the way back to his house, Max chattered—about vampires and someone named Rosie, cemeteries and Sammy, zombies, voodoo and lawyers. As Max chattered, Garrett’s idea rumbled.

      They reached Max’s house. Surrounded by a gated garden and constructed of Savannah gray bricks, it was located on a quiet, residential square. Garrett stopped dead on the walk. He knew this place.

      The door slammed open, and a woman rushed out.  Garrett knew her, too.

      He dropped Max’s hand like a red-hot poker.
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        * * *

      

      Livy had only discovered Max was missing a moment before Rosie called upstairs, “Here comes that boy with a new friend.”

      Snatching her robe, she shoved her arms into the trailing sleeves as she ran barefoot down the stairs, then burst out the front door.

      And froze at the sight of Max’s new pal. How could a dream come true if you were having a nightmare?

      But this wasn’t a dream, or any nightmare. The pavement was night-cold against Livy’s feet; the just born sun warmed her hair. She was awake, and she was more frightened than she’d ever been in her life.

      Her son smiled with angelic innocence as he chatted with the devil. Yesterday and today converged in one man’s face. J. J. Garrett had returned, and she wasn’t anywhere near ready.

      Their eyes met. J.J. dropped her son’s hand as if he’d accidentally picked up a dead snake.

      No, that wasn’t right.

      He dropped their son’s hand.

      Livy’s lie loomed big enough to burst, and rain truth down upon them all.
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