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St. Louis, Missouri...a sultry night in August

“YOU’RE AS BEAUTIFUL as the day I met you.” Her husband lifted his wineglass, toasting her, as they were having dinner. His eyes were tender in the flickering candlelight; the restaurant elegant with its high-priced menu and attentive waiters.

“All those many years ago?” Jenny teased, lifting her glass to touch his. The touching tinkled musically around the room, an intimate soundtrack to the snow-white tablecloths and sparkling table settings.

Jeff had insisted on the most expensive eatery in St. Louis to celebrate their twelfth anniversary; though it wasn’t actually their twelfth, to be exact, because of the divorce after their first marriage. It was a sort of joke between them that if they’d remained married the first time they’d be celebrating twenty-two years instead of twelve. Jenny didn’t care. All that mattered was they’d found each other again, had two children they adored, Sarah and Teddy, and had moved to Illinois to begin a new life far from the old one in Florida.

“Yes, as beautiful as when you were fifteen and I was sixteen.”

“Ah,” she sighed, “we were such babies, weren’t we?”

He took her hands and brought them to his lips. “Yes, we were. But I knew then what I know now...that you are the love of my life and we’ll be together for the rest of our days and beyond, if there is a beyond.”

“The rest of our days,” she echoed. He leaned across the table and their lips met. There was a smile on hers as the waiter moved up and asked if there was anything else they needed.

They’d had their salads, their generous plates of Tutta Mare, the crusty bread and a glass of red wine each. She was content. No more hard times or tears for them.

They’d already had enough of both in their lives.

The construction company Jeff had formed and nurtured when they’d moved to the small town of Millstadt a decade before had grown into a profitable enterprise. He employed fifteen men and women and the company made them a solid living. The carpentry skills he’d learned during their first separation had served him well. Jeff’s Construction had gained a reputation for being one of the best homebuilders of middle-income family dwellings in the area. It’d taken years, but now they were finally reaping the rewards. For the first time in their lives they had more money than they knew what to do with.

Jenny was proud of him. She’d kept the business’s accounts and helped answer the phones from home during the early years. Three years ago they’d opened an office in downtown Millstadt and hired a secretary so Jenny could resume being a full-time mother and writer.

Her life was full. She had her children and loved them dearly. Being a mother was more important than anything that had come before, but somehow, with Jeff’s encouragement, she’d also found the desire to return to her writing.

She’d written three more books to go with the three she’d written during the years of their first marriage; one of them, a tale about a band of vicious vampires using a refurbished theater as a base to lure in their victims, had sold quite well.

Few people ever knew it’d been based on a real experience.

The last novel, a ghost story set on an isolated island, hadn’t done as well. The publisher had gone bankrupt right after the release, leaving her book in limbo. Her agent said not to worry. It was the deplorable economy. It’d even seeped into the publishing industry; publishers were slashing costs and employees like dying trees shed leaves. The next book, her agent said, would do better.

Of course, that would be when she got around to writing another one. Lately she’d been too busy raising her family. Enjoying life. Writing was no longer as important as Jeff, Sarah and Teddy. They always came first.

And she’d never been happier.

“This was a great idea,” she whispered after kissing him, “getting away from our everyday lives and the kids for a night of fine dining and a hotel suite...just the two of us. It’s been a wonderful night. You’re a good husband.”

“I know. Now, what do you say we order dessert? It’s getting late and that hotel room with the luxurious bed, big screen TV, room service and no kids is calling.” His hand beneath the table caressed her bare leg. She’d worn the sexiest dress she had and laughed softly when his hand moved upwards to brush her inner thigh. His touch still sent shivers through her.

“Sure. You know what I want,” she replied coyly. “A big bed and room service.” She chuckled. She was looking forward to their night alone. Having an eight and a twelve year old was a blessing in many ways, but private time, just the two of them, was almost impossible to come by and they never wasted it when they had it.

He ordered them dessert with a gentle eagerness in his eyes.

Gazing through the window framed in velvet curtains, she thought how pretty the city looked in the fading summer light. Everything bathed in a rosy glow. The sidewalks and streets seemed speckled with gleaming diamond chips. The people hurrying home from work or to personal appointments were muted blurs. Everyone smiling. Talking. Laughing. Living their lives on a hot summer night. When the sun went down the shadows and breeze would cool things off. Then it’d be perfect.

By the time they’d finished their dessert, paid the tab and strolled hand-in-hand from the restaurant, dark had claimed the city. Deep purple shadows pulsed and the air hummed with the sounds of the night. The gloom was a warm, heavy cloak around them. There wasn’t a breeze stirring anywhere. The crowds had thinned.

In the shade of the building Jeff stole a moment to kiss her. A long slow kiss that made her remember why she’d never stopped loving him. When he pulled away she reached out and slid her fingers along the side of his face. “I love you, husband. Forever and always.”

“And I love you more.” He kissed her one last time.

“Let’s get our car and drive it to the hotel, instead of walking. I don’t like where we’re parked. Since it’s later there’s bound to be a better parking space somewhere else,” she told him and he agreed.

Lost in their conversation and each other, they strolled along the street by the river to the parking lot. They’d left their car in an isolated spot, a pool of soot, beneath a concrete viaduct. Not the safest of parking spaces. Usually, they’d never put themselves in danger like that because they, of all people, knew any place that secluded and shadowy could hide something unexpected. Because, in the world, monsters did exist.

But they weren’t thinking about that. They were only thinking about the moment. The years of their safe normal lives had lulled them into a false sense of security.

Under the overpass it was as silent as a tomb. No one else around, or so they thought.

Jeff unlocked the car at a distance with the click of his key control and had his hand on the passenger side door handle when she glanced up. A capricious breeze drifted across her face where there shouldn’t have been any moving air. Her skin shivered as she caught a faint whiff of something she hadn’t smelled in a very long time.

The scent was fresh dirt, ash and something...long dead.

“Jeff, get in the car now!”

Across the vehicle’s roof a large shadow enveloped her husband and he screamed.

It was the last thing she saw and heard before something invisible grabbed her, slammed her to the ground and plunged something sharp into her neck. The excruciating pain lasted a millisecond, an eternity, before the blackness took her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Two Weeks Later

Jenny

SHE AWOKE IN THE HOSPITAL. A weak kitten with a fuzzy wandering mind.

A nurse informed her she’d been in a coma for two weeks. Two weeks. Her waking up was nothing short of a miracle, especially after the amount of blood she’d lost. It’d take time for her to regain her bearings, her strength. She had to be patient. Her memories would come back.

In the beginning the nurses turned away and wouldn’t answer when she asked about Jeff. They pretended as if they hadn’t heard or would mumble under their breath. Oh, they’d speak about her children, being cared for by Jeff’s older sister, Lulu, back in Millstadt. They’d tell her the children were doing fine, they missed her and couldn’t wait until she was well enough to return home...but they didn’t say anything about Jeff.

One morning, when her mind was clearer than the days before, she demanded, “What happened to my husband? Is he here in the hospital? Is he okay?” Why hasn’t he come to see me? She was afraid of the answers, but more afraid not to know.

The nurse patted her hand. “Dr. Lester’s coming in this morning to talk to you about it, my dear. I’ll let him answer your questions.” And off she scurried.

What weren’t they telling her?

When the doctor came she found out.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Sanders, your husband is dead,” Dr. Lester told her with a compassionate expression and a gentle hand on her shoulder. “It happened the night you were attacked and they don’t know who did it.”

“They don’t have any leads?”

“Unfortunately, no. Not yet. The police officer said your purse and your husband’s wallet weren’t taken. There didn’t seem to be any apparent motives for the assault.”

According to the police, her husband’s cause of death was as suspicious as Jenny’s injuries and as mysterious as her eventual recovery had been, even to the doctors and nurses who’d treated her. She’d fallen into a coma, most likely from a concussion, when she’d been knocked to the ground. Then there’d been her substantial loss of blood, the same thing her husband had died of. The doctor was vague about most of it and Jenny assumed her husband had bled out from his wounds, wounds she’d never seen because before she’d awakened he’d been put in the coffin and into the ground.

Jeff’s family wasn’t sure when she’d come out of her coma, if ever, so they’d held his funeral and buried him in the plot beside his mother and father. His parents were actually the reason they’d moved to Millstadt in the first place. They’d been elderly and needed help, but, in the last two years, both had passed away. His father succumbed after a lengthy bout of cancer, and his mother soon afterwards of a heart attack. It was ironic that now their son was sleeping in the family plot with them. Way too soon.

“St. Louis police Detective Benjamin Bradley, has been in to see you once or twice, and wanted to be advised when you came out of the coma. He has been,” the doctor stated.

“Your brother, Joey, was also here the first week. He reluctantly returned home when you didn’t regain consciousness by the second week.”

Ah, so Joey had come all the way from Summer Haven, Florida, leaving his restaurant and family to be with her. His concern touched her.

“Your brother knows you’re awake now and said he’d fly up this weekend to see you.”

Joey. Oh, she wanted to see him so badly. Have him hold her. Cry on his shoulder. Be with someone who knew and loved her. Someone she could talk to who would understand, as no one else could, what losing Jeff was doing to her. Her own injuries meant nothing. All that mattered was that Jeff was...gone.

After her doctor left, she cried until she slipped into an exhausted sleep.

When she was able, a nurse helped her telephone her children and again she wept as she spoke to them. It was sweet to hear their voices, as sad as the conversation was. They knew their father was dead. They’d attended the funeral service. They’d wanted to visit her, but their aunt asked them to wait until she was out of the coma and feeling well enough. They were coming the next day and she was desperate to see them. They were all she had left, and she couldn’t wait until she could cradle them in her arms again; plant kisses on their cheeks and brows. Cuddle them and never let them go.

Jeff might be gone forever but she still had his children, their children. Thank God for that. She had something to live for.

She kept her mind on them from then on because she couldn’t bear to think of what had happened that night beneath the viaduct. To dwell on it filled her with panic, not only because of Jeff’s murder but because she had absolutely no memory of any of it. It was a total blank.

The questions there were no answers to gave her a cold sweat. Who’d mugged them? Why? Was she still in danger? Did they believe she’d seen them? Would they track her down and try to kill her to keep their identities hid?

Yes. Her fears were rampant.

No. The attack had been random. They’d only been a bunch of homicidal hooligans out on a rampage. They didn’t care if she’d lived. They weren’t looking for her. She was safe now. Her family was safe.

Oh, please God, let it be so.

***
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DETECTIVE BENJAMIN Bradley, an even-tempered man of medium height with quick but sad eyes, questioned her before she was released. She told him, to the best of her ability, what had happened the night of the attack. What she could remember. Which wasn’t much.

“So you saw nothing? Heard nothing?” He pressed for at least the third time.

“I told you. No. My memory’s just one big black hole. That’s all. I was knocked out before I could see or hear anything. I’m sorry.”

She wished she could remember. She really did. Ever since the assault she’d had this oppressive sense of dread, of danger close by; that what she didn’t know might hurt her. Inexplicable really. Not much else could hurt worse than the death of her husband and a couple weeks in a coma.

As grief stricken, weak, as she was, she still asked the detective before he left, “Do you have any leads? Any suspects yet? Do you know who killed my husband and why?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Sanders. No leads so far. No motives that we can see, either. It wasn’t robbery. Nothing was stolen. Your husband’s death, the way he died, is bizarre enough. The coroner doesn’t know what to make of it.”

The detective paused and she had the feeling there was something he wasn’t telling her, wasn’t asking her. Yet. Perhaps it was her loss or because she could barely stay awake that kept him from a more intense interrogation–or telling her more of what he knew.

“There was no evidence left behind. Nothing to point us in the right direction. Is there anything else, no matter how trivial, you’ve recalled that might help us?”

She’d hardly been able to reply, a sudden dizziness and bone-weary fatigue had overwhelmed her. “No...so...tired. Sorry.” She’d closed her eyes and when she’d opened them again the detective was gone and another night had come.

It seemed the longer she was in bed the worse she felt. Every bone and muscle in her body ached and her throat was sandpaper. But she threw up everything she drank or ate. Her doctor explained it was most likely stress or delayed trauma.

Her sleep was haunted with nightmarish dreams. In cemeteries and mist-covered night fields she chased Jeff but could never catch him. She cried out but he’d hide behind a tombstone or in a mausoleum, and she’d wake with tears trickling down her cheeks. Other nights she’d spy him running through a town, it looked like the town they’d grown up in, and she’d pursue him through one empty house or building after another...but again would never catch up to him. He was always just ahead of her. Out of reach. His wretched face white and his body skeleton thin. He never spoke. Just ran from her. It wrenched at her heart.

The police had no suspects to track down and question. No one had seen anything. No one heard anything. Before she’d slid into sleep and Detective Bradley had left, she recalled seeing an odd look on his face. He probably wondered why she was alive and her husband was dead. What she was holding back.

She bit her bottom lip until it bled and gently touched the healing marks on her neck. Truth was, she was uneasy talking too much about that night or thinking on it too long. If she could even remember it. She’d tried so hard. She couldn’t. It was like reliving a nightmare and her mind railed against it. She had the strangest thought: Your nightmare has just begun. And the thought wouldn’t go away.
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A month later

THAT LAST WEEK IN THE hospital had been torture. Instead of feeling better each day, she felt weaker, more befuddled. Her broken heart so strong a pain she could barely breathe.

She’d left the bed long before her doctor thought she should, but in the end, her insurance wouldn’t approve her staying any longer and she ached to return to her children. Knowing it was the only thing that would make her feel better.

She’d gone home to Millstadt. Still feeling sick. Off kilter. At least, she was reunited with Sarah and Teddy. But things didn’t get better. Her health didn’t improve.

The bills piled up and without her husband’s income she had a difficult time paying them. Without Jeff, the business was folding. She couldn’t design or build the houses, run or supervise the crews. All she’d been good for was the office work. There was no one else experienced enough to step into his shoes. The mortgage on the new house and everyday expenses were too much for her to handle alone.

And her dwindling royalty checks (jokes really) were in no way sufficient to support the three of them. They couldn’t have supported a mouse.

It didn’t take long to realize their lives would have to change drastically. Jeff had had an insurance policy, but the money wouldn’t last six months with their bills.

She hadn’t worked on a new book in two years. Her agent had suggested she write another vampire novel but she’d wanted to try something different. Life and the demands it made with Jeff and the kids had gotten in the way and kept her from it. Tomorrow, she’d constantly told herself, she’d begin a new book. Tomorrow. Yet a tomorrow with free time had never seemed to come.

Now her agent wasn’t sure, in the troubled publishing climate, if she could even sell another one of her books. Not when publishers were downsizing, laying people off, and buying works by more famous authors they knew were a sure thing.

The other problem was, she could begin a new novel that very day yet it’d be six, seven months before she’d be ready to show it to an agent or an editor and months after that to tie up a contract. And royalties? That could take another year. They needed money sooner than that.

She had to find a real job, but she was in the same boat as millions of out-of-work people because of the lousy economy. So many people she knew were laid off. Worst she’d ever seen. According to the news, and everything she was seeing and hearing around her, there weren’t any jobs to be had and it wasn’t going to get better any time soon. Something she could attest to now firsthand. She’d sent out dozens of resumes and hadn’t heard a word. Not even a reply email.

That’s when Joey came to visit her and suggested she and the kids move back to Summer Haven to their parents’ vacant farmhouse. For some reason he’d kept the old place. Hadn’t sold it. Over the years, with her busy life, she’d all but forgotten about it. Joey hadn’t. He’d tended to it and paid the yearly taxes. Waiting.

“Why did you keep it anyway?” she asked. “I gave it to you. You could have sold it anytime. It wasn’t as if you couldn’t use the money.” Joey seemed to need money all the time. His restaurant had gone through fat and lean times and he was always lending money to someone or other. That was her brother Joey, big heart and small pockets.

“Because I always had hopes you and Jeff would return someday. Live in Summer Haven again with Laurie and me and I wanted to be sure you had a home to come back to. Family should be together, you know.”

And, she thought, if she and her children moved hundreds of miles away to Florida...if someone were looking for her wanting to finish what they’d begun in the attack...if someone meant her or her children harm...hiding in another state might be safer for all of them.

She’d smiled at him in the soft light of her kitchen. He was a good brother. She could count on him to be there for her. He always had been.

“Huh. But it’s been a while. I bet the weeds and fauna have taken the old place over, right?”

He hesitated for just a moment. “No, they haven’t. In fact, the house is in fairly good shape. A little run down. Still full of mom and dad’s stuff, though. We’d have to clean it out. That’d be no problem. They didn’t have much to begin with.

“Best thing is the rent would be free. We’d fix it up. I’d help. Sis, come on, you belong in Summer Haven with us now that Jeff and his parents are gone. You can write anywhere. Raise the kids anywhere. Be better if it was with family. There’s nothing to keep you in Millstadt anymore, is there?”

“No, there isn’t.” The kitchen surrounding her that Jeff and she had decorated together was roomy and exquisite. The walls were a pearly pink color. A curio cabinet, filled with gifts he’d bought her through the years, was tucked in one corner. There were roses in pale muted colors wallpapered on two walls. Dried roses in the middle of the table in a brightly colored bowl. They’d worked so hard making it the home of their dreams. Now it was a reminder of what she no longer had.

Tears caught in her throat. If she sold the house, in this depressed market, she’d be lucky to get what they owed for it. Oh, well. It was better than losing it to the bank.

She went to the windows and lowered the blinds. Since she’d been freed from the hospital it seemed the sun was too bright. Too big. Her eyes, like her body, hurt all the time. Her mind refused to think of the things it needed to think about. She had no appetite. Even her kids had noticed how much weight she’d lost. She was skin and bones.

What was wrong with her? It could be unwanted residuals from the attack, as her doctors believe, the physical trauma her body endured. But she knew better. It’s a broken heart, missing Jeff, that’s what it is. Missing her husband. Grief.

Her brother was still talking. “Then sell this house. Better yet, let the real estate people sell it and you and the kids drive back with me. I can stay a few more days while you make arrangements and pack. We’ll take turns driving your car. Heck, if you’re still feeling poorly I’ll drive all the way. It’d save me an airplane ticket. It’ll be fun. Like a road trip vacation. The kind we used to have in the summers with mom and dad, remember?

Oh, she remembered. Joey and her awkwardly quiet in the back seat as mom and dad fought up front about not having enough money. The cheap restaurants they’d eaten at and the cut-rate motels, dives really, they’d stayed in. Bugs in the beds. Grease in the food. Best thing about those trips were they hadn’t gone on many of them.

She kept her negative feelings to herself. How could her brother recall those unpleasant vacations with fondness? She’d spent years forgetting them.

“We can stop along the way and eat at truck stops and interesting roadside diners. Steal their specials of the day for my own place.” Joey chortled sneakily, rubbing his hands together, knowing he’d convince her. He knew her well.

So they’d packed up the few belongings she and the kids couldn’t do without, left the remainder for the movers, and took the long trip home to Florida. She in a cap and sunglasses to shade her sensitive eyes and a purse full of aspirins she quickly depleted.

The minute they’d hit the city limits of Summer Haven she was sure she’d made the right decision. She was–they were–home.

“The town hasn’t changed much,” she remarked as they drove down Main Street. Small town quaintness emanated from every stone storefront and tree-shaded sidewalk. The good old Summer Haven Town Market was perched on the corner of Third Street, as it had been forever, with its canopied windows crowded with the weekly sales items: cans of coffee, loaves of bread, shaving cream and the last of the season’s plump, striped watermelons.

“No, it hasn’t. I like that about it,” Joey admitted, his hands firm on the wheel. “No matter how crazy life gets everywhere else, Summer Haven remains a sleepy little hamlet full of nice friendly people. A sanctuary from the big bad world.”

Jenny gazed around, overwhelmed with nostalgia for the days of her childhood when she and her brother had run the streets and fields wild and free. Her mother and father both alive. Before all the troubles. When they’d lived in the little yellow farmhouse by the creek.

The memories made her shaky. So many regrets. So many lost moments she’d never reclaim again. Her hand moved to the window’s glass and fingers traced the outline of the trees going by on the other side.

Things will be better now. They have to be. My heart and body will heal here. Sure, Jeff and I fled this place years ago after what happened; escaped the horrible memories of the vampire family that butchered my mother and father and almost killed us before we defeated them...but time has passed. The wounds have mended. Summer Haven is home; the town I was born in and once loved. The place I’d first met and loved Jeff. A place my children and I can now feel safe in. And what’s left of my family is here.

“Mom,” Teddy, asked from the back seat, “is this where you grew up?”

“Yep. Your Uncle Joey, too. See that gazebo there in the center of the park?” Her finger pointed to the left.

“Yeah.” Teddy’s brown eyes looked where she directed. Smiling, he brushed the blondish hair from them so he could see better. It was the first smile to grace his face in a long time, and it encouraged her.

“Your Uncle Joey and I used to play hide-and-go-seek around it and in the park when we were your age. We’d hide behind the trees and bushes.”

“At night we ran through the yards and streets of the town like wild Indians, didn’t we, Sis?” Joey chuckled as he maneuvered the car past the Century 21 Real Estate office.

Someone, a man in red shorts and white T-shirt, waved at Joey as they passed. Joey waved back. Many people noticed them and waved or shouted hellos. Joey was well known and liked. So different than when they’d been kids.

“Yes, we loved the night,” she whispered. “Once.” When they were children. Long ago when they hadn’t know evil mystical creatures existed and hadn’t feared darkness.

Joey threw her a strange look but didn’t comment on what she’d said. He’d gone on to reminiscence about his favorite subject. Food.

“Remember that little confectionary we used to get penny candy and ice cream cones at in the summer? Wasn’t it called John’s?”

“I think so.”

“Remember how we used to roam the shoulders along the roads, sidewalks and streets looking for empty bottles and lost money so we could buy that penny candy?” Joey laughed. “What scroungers we were.”

“I remember.” And she did. They’d been poor, deprived, and even penny candy or sharing a package of cupcakes was a treat.

“You two,” Teddy groaned, “were pathetic.”

“No, we were kids.” Joey’s face broke into a grin. “Hungry kids. We were always on the lookout for free food.”

“Pitiful,” Teddy snickered.

Jenny took in the familiar buildings and streets as they rambled through town. She should be happy. Home. She should be feeling better then she was. All she could feel was her growing lethargy, as if everything was too much to bother with. She told herself it was because of all that had happened and Jeff’s death; the unexpected but nagging financial problems. Now the move. That’s all. She was depressed. What did she expect?

Time, Joey adamantly believed, and being home, would help her out of her funk.

Yeah, a century maybe. Oh, Lord, she missed Jeff. He would have made this move easy. He would have made her life easy as he always had. But he was gone. Get used to it. She was on her own now. The kids and her.

“Mom,” Sarah, her youngest at eight, piped up from the rear seat where she was reading one of those Twilight books. She had the same coloring, eyes and hair as her brother. They could have been twins, except she was four years younger. The more animated, friendlier of the two, she was the one most like Jeff in temperament. Loved to read and draw. Such a kind-hearted child she’d cry at any little thing. Loved animals. “I’m really hungry. My stomach’s talking to me. No, it’s squawking loudly. Can we get something to eat?”

Joey replied before Jenny could. “Already thought of that, sweetie. I called Laurie on my cell as we came into town. She’s got fried chicken–your favorite Teddy–with all the fixings waiting for us at the diner. It’s the special for today.”

He glanced at his sister. “That okay with you...a warm meal before we head to the apartment?” She and the kids were staying with Joey and Laurie until they could get the farmhouse cleaned out and their furniture arrived in a day or two. “I know we’ve been on the road since morning and you’re probably tired. But you gotta be hungry, too. I know I am.”

“Ha, you’re always hungry. But food sounds good. We could use something to eat. I could use some coffee myself.”

She didn’t know why she’d said what she said about the food. They’d been on the road for days and she was exhausted, but not hungry. She hadn’t been hungry for weeks. The pit of her stomach burned. Her throat was sore. Her blood was a fire running through her veins. Again, she thought it was because of the distress she’d been under, the grieving. A body reacts in strange ways to heartache. Hers was trying to starve itself.

Her brother parked in front of Joey’s Diner.

“Well,” Jenny said, “this place sure has changed. For the better.” Her eyes scanned the family restaurant Joey was so proud of. The front window had been widened and heightened into a beautiful rounded bay window filled with plants and flowers, either silk or real ones, so lifelike she couldn’t tell. The business next door was gone. It’d become part of the diner. “Wow, you added on just like you said you would years ago. It looks fantastic. I love the window treatment. So classy. I see Laurie’s artistic touch in it.”

“You got it. Laurie did the decorating. They’re not real plants, but hey, pretty anyway, aren’t they? I took over that empty gift shop next door, what, six years ago now, and expanded. We remodeled and practically doubled our space. We can fit more than fifty people in if we cram.” Her brother grinned. “You like it?”

“I do. I can’t wait to see the inside.”

The kids were already out of the car and at the restaurant’s front door.

Jenny got out, tipping her hat to further cover her face, and followed behind at a slower pace. Her eyes fell on the Dollar Store that now stood where the exquisite movie house, the Grand Theater, once had. The theater she and her father, when he’d been alive, had renovated. The theater she and Jeff later burnt to the ground. A shiver numbed her spine and she thrust the bad memories away. Now her father, mother and Jeff were all in their graves. She and Joey were the only ones left who knew what had happened that night at the theater when they’d destroyed the vampires.

Best not to think of those times. Not now.

Inside her brother’s café she was met with subtle lighting and welcoming smiles. Laurie rushed to embrace her after hugging Sarah and Teddy. “Gosh, it’s so good to see you, Jenny. And the kids.” Jenny caught the troubled expression as it flittered across the other woman’s face, one quickly veiled.

Laurie was barely taller than Teddy and hadn’t changed much in the years since Jenny had last seen her. She’d gained more weight; her hair was short and a softer shade of blond, yet her eyes were still intriguingly green like a cat’s and full of life. That’s one thing Jenny admired about her sister-in-law, she had a zest for living and people–plus she unconditionally loved Joey.

“I have your supper ready to bring out.” Laurie smiled. “You all must be tired, so find a place to sit and I’ll be back in a jiffy with everything.” She bustled toward the kitchen.

“And I’ll just go help her.” Joey trailed off behind his wife.

Probably wanted a few moments alone with her, Jenny mused. Be glad you have her, brother. Your wife. Alive. Your lives all around and ahead of you. Pain stabbed her heart as she watched the two shove through the swinging doors. Before they closed, framed in the space, Joey caught up to his wife and surprised her with a passionate hug. A kiss. Their laughter was tender, subdued.

There weren’t many people in the diner. A young couple tucked away to the side munching on hamburgers and fries. One snowy-haired guy at the counter drinking a shake. It was three o’clock in the afternoon. Too early for supper and too late for lunch. Joey claimed they got busy with the supper crowd around five.

Teddy slid into a booth in front of the bay window and Sarah and Jenny scooted in after him.

Jenny leaned against the padded leather, weary to the bone, and took her surroundings in. The diner had changed a lot. Once it’d been dim and run-down, now it was bright and shiny like new coins. The color scheme was every hue of yellow that existed or close to it. Pale lemon walls, mustard stool tops and cantaloupe hued table tops. It seemed like an unlikely combination, but somehow it worked. The dazzling colors made the place look cheery.

There were hanging plants cascading from the ceiling and stunning paintings, originals she noted, spiced up the walls. Joey was friends with some of the local artists and did everything he could to help them, including buying their work, apparently. The paintings made the diner seem richer, more elegant and added splashes of color.

Everywhere she saw Laurie’s delicate hand, her sense of style. Like in the menu. These days instead of greasy hamburgers and fatty Salisbury Steaks, a customer could get a delicious garden salad, a thick juicy steak with locally grown vegetables and one of five varieties of pie or cobbler, the best in the county.

There were so many loving touches: metal that gleamed, leather soft as marshmallow, shiny counter and tabletops and artfully arranged flowers. She was impressed. The restaurant was thriving, even in the bad economy, her brother had bragged on their trip out.

Joey brought her a steaming mug of coffee and chocolate milkshakes for the kids and set them down on the table. “Your suppers are on their way. Won’t be long.”

“Thanks.” She grinned weakly up at him. “But hold my supper. I don’t feel like eating right now.” And concern flashed across his face.

“Sis, you’ve hardly eaten a thing since we left Illinois. You have to eat. Keep up your strength. No matter how distraught you are.” Slipping in beside her, he laid his hand over hers and held her gaze until she looked away. His hazel brown eyes, so similar to hers, were full of pity. Lately she’d had too much of that and shied away from more. They’d had this discussion before. He was worried about her lack of appetite. She felt bad about it but there was nothing she could do. She just wasn’t hungry.

A soft sigh escaped her lips, looking at her children looking at her as they slurped down their shakes. “Okay, bring me out a smaller portion, a child’s meal, and I’ll try to eat some of it.”

“Good.” He patted her hand and returned to the kitchen.

The chicken must have been good because her kids gobbled it down along with the rest of the food but she was barely able to eat a third of it. Then when Joey and Laurie weren’t watching, she snuck to the women’s restroom and threw every bite up in the toilet, flushed it and rejoined her kids in the booth. She’d never done that before.

She was worried too. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she keep food down? And why were her eyes hurting so much? Her head? Could grief truly do this to a person? She lowered her head into her hands, listening to Sarah and Teddy debating what to have for dessert. Bottomless pits, both of them.

They were her world now. They were everything. All that mattered. If it weren’t for them she couldn’t have gone on. Wouldn’t want to go on. She raised her head and gently smiled as they huddled over the menu. God, she loved them so much.

“Mom, what are you having for dessert?” Teddy wanted to know. Sarah was crowding him, taunting him with funny faces. He kept pushing her away. “Stop it! Stop bugging me,” he snapped at her, “or I’ll dump the rest of your shake on your silly head.”

Jenny chuckled. “Now you two behave, hear me? There’ll be no shakes dumped on anyone’s head. Not today. Teddy, be nice to your sister. She’s the only one you have.”

Both small faces swung toward her, and seeing, sensing, her melancholy, they instantly calmed down. Teddy put an arm around his sister and gave her a half-hearted hug and a swift peck on the cheek. Sarah giggled and pinched him on his arm.

“Hey! That hurt. Mom!” A common frustration played across her son’s face.

Jenny knew, as only a mother could, that deep down the two loved each other. But sometimes siblings had a funny way of showing it. The age gap, as well as the difference in gender, didn’t help. Teddy was on the verge of adulthood, and since his father’s death was trying to grow up as fast as he could. Sarah was a child in his eyes. But he’d do anything for her, and if anyone or anything tried to hurt her, Jenny knew, he’d be the first there to protect her.

Just like Joey and her.

Laurie was standing above them, trying hard not to laugh at the children’s antics. “You know what you want for dessert, kiddos?”

“I’ll have chocolate pie with whipped cream on top,” Teddy ordered in his best adult voice. “The biggest piece you have.” He spread his hands apart almost two feet.

Like her, her son was a chocoholic. He was tall already for a boy his age. Strong willed, but with a sensitive side that unfortunately reminded Jenny of herself when she was twelve. Her son was a dreamer who woke up one fateful morning and decided he had to take more responsibility onto his small shoulders. Grow up quick. Also like her. With her it’d been an alcoholic mother and a father who the world had beaten down until he’d been unrecognizable. She’d had no choice but to step up and take things into her own youthful hands. Someone had to.

Sometimes childhood wasn’t all sugar and spice.

She studied his fresh face and her heart melted. So young. In many other ways he was so like his father. Courageous. Smart. She’d never wanted an unhappy childhood for him, or her daughter, but now was apprehensive she couldn’t give them anything else. They loved her but they’d adored their father.

Her fingers went to swipe the tears from her cheek, but there were none. She hadn’t been able to cry, not once, since she’d left the hospital.

“Yeah, me, too. A big piece of chocolate pie,” her daughter seconded as she jumped up and skipped to the nearest empty stool, climbed up and started spinning.

“Nothing for me, thank you,” Jenny muttered. She pretended to be busy sipping her coffee. For some reason coffee didn’t taste good to her lately. Again she wondered what was wrong, but at the moment she was too tired to question it.

The look of anxiety in Laurie’s eyes was the same response she’d been getting all week from Joey, but the woman didn’t say a word. Instead she glanced at the kids. “Where do you two put all this food?” She clucked, and then walked away to get what they’d asked for.

“In our stomachs, of course,” Sarah bantered back as she twirled around. Her thin little legs moved up and down like one of those carnival rides. Her yellow hair floated around her head.

“Nah. No human has stomachs that big,” her sister-in-law tossed over her shoulder as she disappeared into the kitchen. “Must go right down into your legs.”

Laurie. Soon after the incident at the Grand Theater all those years ago, the vicious attack where Joey almost died, he’d had a change of heart and had declared his undying love to his long time live-in and had married her. Half the town hadn’t given the new marriage an icicle’s chance in a hot oven. Laurie had always been flighty, a little off kilter in a creative artsy way. But they’d been wrong. The union had flourished like the restaurant.

Twelve years now. Laurie was happy. Joey was happy. Until Laurie, Joey had been rudderless, a drifter side-stepping through life. One woman, one job after another. Laurie and the diner had anchored him. So Jenny was happy for both of them.

The couple’s only regret was they had no children. Something they’d desperately wanted. Joey said they hadn’t given up. Not yet. Until then, the diner was their child and they nurtured and loved it as if it were the only one. And it showed.

Laurie brought out the pie and sat down across from Jenny.

“You sure you’re all right?” she inquired caringly, head bent. “You’re looking kind of pale, girl. Your eyes have this...funny glint.” The woman laid a hand on Jenny’s arm and Jenny slid backwards slightly, just enough so the contact broke.

“I’m as good as can be what with my husband being murdered, losing my home, being nearly flat-busted broke and all.” She shrugged and did her best to look healthy. Sat up straighter. Opened her heavy eyes wider. “My eyes look funny?”

“Yeah, they’re glittering like tiny stars. Weird. That is when you look up, which you haven’t done much since you came in. Something’s wrong, isn’t it, besides the chaos that’s come from Jeff’s death? I thought we were friends? Spill it.”

“The eyes? It’s the bright lights in here. After the attack, my long hospital stay and all the crying. They’re irritated. That’s all,” Jenny snapped, then felt badly she’d lost her temper when Laurie was only trying to be kind. “Sorry. I’m just...exhausted.”

Inside her guts were churning and her mind was spinning. Why couldn’t she tell Joey and Laurie the truth? That she felt like hell, truly strange, and had since the night Jeff had died.

For some reason she couldn’t. Don’t tell anyone. Wait. See. She’d feel better tomorrow. No sense in worrying them. Not yet. She’d never been a complainer and she wasn’t about to start now. No one liked a whiner. It was bad enough she’d come home practically penniless, homeless. Husbandless. That was needy enough. She couldn’t be sick, too.

“I can see that. Perhaps now you’re here, and after you get some sleep, you’ll feel better. I hope so. Just remember if you need to talk to someone anytime, you can talk to me. Joey and I are here for you.”

“Thank you, but I’ll be fine.” She flashed a faint smile. “Like you said, now that we’re here I’ll be myself again.” No. Never again. Not with Jeff in his grave and her life shattered to hell. But how could Jenny tell her that when she couldn’t even believe it herself? Even now she expected to see Jeff walk through the door, saunter up and kiss her hello, especially here in Summer Haven, their old stomping grounds.

No, he’ll never walk in anywhere ever again. He’s dead. Stifling a sob, she forced her attention to the present. Laurie was giving her that look again.

Jenny was relieved when the meal and the visit were over. The sun was going down and it flooded the world outside with twilight in delicate shades of amethyst. The air had cooled. The breeze diminished. The children were yawning, their eyes welcoming sleep. It was time to get them settled for the night and in bed.

The diner was filling up with the supper crowd. Way too many people.

With Joey’s help, she packed up the kids, who, with the stressful day behind them and their bellies full, curled in the rear seat of the car and fell asleep. Joey drove to the apartment across from the town square where Laurie and he had been living the last nine years.

“It isn’t a fancy or big place,” Joey made excuses as she followed him into the living room, “but it’s close to the diner, close enough to walk to and from if we need to, and suits us well enough.

“We thought we’d put you three in the spare room for as long as you’re here.” He deposited a sleeping Teddy on one of the knee-high airbeds he’d bought the week before. “Sorry about the makeshift beds, but Laurie and I figured you wouldn’t be here long.”

The room was cramped with the beds on the floor and two scuffed but ample-sized dressers flat against the wall. Her brother had made the accommodations as nice as he could, but their money was tight just as hers was. The dressers were used; the beds were clearance items from Wal-Mart. He was real proud of his thriftiness. In that way they both took after their father who’d always known how to pinch a penny until it became two. “You’re right, we won’t be here long, and the room’s great just the way it is. You and Laurie have been so kind already and now this. Thanks, Joey.”

“Hey, you don’t have to thank me. I’m your brother. I’m supposed to be helpful and kind. You going to leave the kids dressed?”

She laid Sarah on the bed in the far corner by the window, covered her up and turned to Joey. “They’ve been through so much and the trip here was long. No good reason to wake them. I usually don’t do this, but they can sleep in their clothes tonight. Won’t hurt.”

And she was bone weary; it’d been all she could do to get Sarah into bed without falling over. Between the difficulties of the last month and the tedious journey to Summer Haven, Jenny could barely muster the energy to drag herself out of the bedroom. A bewildering and all-encompassing weariness had suddenly overtaken her mind and her body. Even her thoughts were incoherent. It was like her mind was minutes behind reality and couldn’t catch up.

Again she wondered what was wrong with her.

After Joey deposited the suitcases in their room he joined her on the living room couch before a giant screened television set.

“They’re both still sleeping,” he reported

Her eyes went to the television.

“Gosh, brother, that’s the biggest damn T.V. I’ve ever seen. But couldn’t you have found a larger one?” She chuckled. Joey loved television, had since he’d been a kid. When he wasn’t at the diner, Laurie had spilled the beans, he was in front of the set. There was a stack of DVDs piled against each side. And he always recorded his missed programs while working to watch later on his days off.

“Fifty-two inch.” He flopped down beside her. “It was my birthday present last year from my lovely wife.”

“She knows how to please you all right.”

“That she does.

“Well,” he put his arm around her shoulders, “you’re here. Finally back home. How does it feel?”

Reclining into the over-stuffed sofa, she closed her eyes, conscious that his arms around her made her feel uncomfortable. She scooted over so they fell away. “Good.” She smiled, opened her eyes to stare out the window. “Though odd. I never thought I’d be living here again. Especially without Jeff.”

He leveled sympathetic eyes at her. “I miss him, too.” 

Then he was silent for a moment before adding, “I know I’ve said this before, Sis, but I’m so sorry about what’s happened to you. The assault. Jeff gone. The coma. Your money problems. All of it. It’s awful. I’m only grateful you’re alive and you and the kids have moved back here. You belong with family now. And I’m tickled to have you.”

He hadn’t been able to say the word dead, not once. Jeff was gone. Just...gone. She understood. She might have been married to Jeff, given him children, loved him most of her life, but Joey had grown up with Jeff, too, and since childhood they’d been best friends.

They’d both lost someone who could never be replaced.

“Yeah, what’s left of us.”

“We have each other, the children. Laurie. We’re still a family.”

“I know that.” What else could she say? Nothing. It’d all been said. She was sick of the condolences and empty words from people. Words didn’t help. They didn’t fill the empty void in her life, didn’t fix the ache in her heart. Gone was gone. Dead was dead.

Joey stood up. “I hate to run out on you but I promised Laurie I’d help her close the diner. She’s had her hands full the last week, running it alone and all. I owe her. Will you be okay here by yourself for a while?”
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