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For the ten generations since the evil first came to Woodcutter's Grim, the Guardians have sworn an oath to protect the town from the childhood horrors that lurk in the black woods. Without them, the town would be defenseless...and the terrors would escape to the world at large.
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Papa

 

A wickedly horrifying rendering of the classic children's story "Hansel and Gretel", in which modern revenge is served up sweet...

 

Less than a year after Randall Park left his family for elementary school teacher, Amy, the unthinkable happens--his ex-wife and two children are killed in a car accident. Ever since the accident, Amy has had terrible nightmares in which Rand's son and daughter return to exact revenge on their father and Amy herself (the wicked step-mother) for abandoning them. When Rand convinces her to come away with him for a healing respite to an isolated cabin in the woods, Amy's guilt-filled nightmares turn into pure horror.

 

 

Chapter 1

 

October 30th

 

The apartment was silent as a tomb. The only sound came from somewhere else in the building. Crying. Even from a distance, the young girl's helpless sobbing triggered a pain so deep inside him Randall Parker leaned heavily against the wall, closed his eyes and gritted his teeth to control it. So many mistakes and memories, never far enough away. But would he want to forget?

His watch beeped to signal he had to leave for work in a few minutes or he'd be late. He pushed himself into the bedroom where his wife still slept. He sat beside her. Her form barely raised the covers. She'd become so slight these past few months. Though she snuggled nearer to him when he bent to kiss her and hold her, she didn't respond to his whisper that he loved her and would see her later.

Unsmiling, he grabbed his worn leather jacket from the hook next to the front door and shrugged into it while walking down to his ten year old Chevy.

Amy wasn't getting any better, he acknowledged on the thirty minute drive across the city to the multi-million dollar corporation he worked as head of security for. His wife had quit her job a month ago--just before the new school year began. He couldn't imagine Amy not teaching a passel of fresh-faced, elementary age children. She adored them; she truly believed them capable of magical feats. 

Henry and Grace loved her like a mother.

The unbidden reminder brought a sting of old tears to his eyes, but he pushed the agony away. She wouldn't get any better if he never did. All that mattered now was that Amy hadn't been right since his ex-wife and children died in that freak car accident six months earlier. Repeatedly, he'd asked himself who she blamed for that. Him? Or herself?

The question was only too valid. Since his divorce from Josephine--Joey--Amy had shouldered the weight of their actions like a cross she had to bear alone. 

Sharing with Amy his devastation over the loss of his kids, Henry and Grace, hadn't been easy. For the most part, he kept his grief inside, where she couldn't see it. He'd probably never heal fully because of it, but he always managed to function no matter his circumstances. Excel is more like it, he heard Joey's bitter voice in his head and pushed that out ruthlessly, too.

Amy hadn't functioned, not since the divorce a year ago. But, since the accident, she rarely left the apartment, let alone their bed. Her depression had afflicted her physically as well. She'd lost more weight than she could afford to. His wife had become little more than a ghost of the woman he'd fallen for so irrevocably.

I'm losing her. Rand's fingers gripped the steering wheel in a stranglehold. When did I stop being able to meet all her needs? He still remembered poignantly a time when Amy hadn't seemed to need anything but him. For a morally pure person like Amy, that was really saying something.

He'd lost track of the number of times he went over the options of how to help her and ultimately discarded all of them. He had to do something to bring her out of the dark place she'd locked herself inside. What was the key? While he couldn't be sure it'd have any effect, he'd taken a week-long vacation from work--starting tomorrow--as the starting point to getting her the help she needed.

Inside the locker room at work, he put on his uniform and gun holster. An hour into his shift, he was called down to the main desk to take a call. "Rand Parker," he said, his voice a monotone.

"Rand, Simon Wiley." The lawyer who'd handled Joey's end of the divorce, the custody battle and the execution of Rand's ex-wife's will. 

"What can I do for you, Mr. Wiley?" Rand asked coolly.

"You'll recall I mentioned that as part of what you've inherited from Josephine's will, you'll receive a cabin she owned up north?"

Frowning, Rand turned toward the window in the small office. He still couldn't fathom why Joey hadn't changed her will after their divorce. He'd expected her to do it the second she was served with the papers. He'd gotten a call from Simon Wiley shortly after the funeral, basically saying he'd inherited everything since their children had perished with her and she'd wanted him to get everything when she first made the will after they married. Why hadn't she changed it?

Joey's own fortune, and the one she'd inherited upon her mother's death two years ago, had caused his personal worth to reach heights he never could have imagined even when he and Joey lived together as husband and wife. He'd suspected her worth was vast, of course, but he was a man who made his own way in the world. Even now, six months since he'd become filthy rich, he hadn't touched one red cent. For that reason, the mention of the cabin in the reading of the will hadn't done more than register in his consciousness. 

Joey's relatives owned the cabin in the northern part of Wisconsin, in a place called Woodcutter's Grim. He knew that much, and he knew her relation used it for "romantic getaways" when Joey was little...before her father suffered that deadly accident with an axe in the woods behind the cabin. 

He and Joey had never used the cabin after she inherited it. Their marriage had been in decline for so many years before the divorce, neither of them cared about getting counseling to repair the damage. A romantic getaway had been unimaginable.

"You can come by the law offices at any time to pick up the keys," Wiley offered in parting, and Rand hung up after a non-committal reply.

Wiley knew as well as he did that the mention of the cabin would bring back torment he didn't want to feel anymore. Joey had taken the children to the cabin last April for Easter vacation. The unfathomable car accident happened a quarter mile from Woodcutter's Grim. No one had been able to conclude what caused the car to flip and go over the bridge just outside the town's borders. The car had blown up on impact. In all the newspaper accounts of the tragedy, Woodcutter's Grim hadn't been mentioned. Rand only knew because Joey told him where she was going, and Wiley related the details afterward.

Once Rand went back to work, the cabin continued to intrude on his thoughts. Amy didn't know where the accident had taken place. She knew nothing about Joey's inherited cabin in Woodcutter's Grim. Certainly, she didn't need to know the details of either. If he could get her to go there with him, get her to leave this place where so much damage had been done, maybe he could save her. Maybe he could bring the woman he loved back from the brink.


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Amy heard the locks just before the apartment door opened. Tucking one last pin in the hair she'd pulled up into a loose twist, she went out to greet Rand. He'd become the only joy in her day. She knew he must question her feelings on that often lately. He was the only reason to drag herself from the sleep she craved above all else. Anything to shut her mind off. Each day, she showered and made herself presentable for when he got home at five-thirty. She couldn't lose him. Whenever she couldn't sleep, she worried he was searching for a reason to stay with her. How long before he couldn't find a single one?

He'd gone from the front door directly to the kitchen of their tiny, cheap apartment. She found him unloading a bag of the Italian food they used to love so much. For several months now, she couldn't remember what it felt like to be hungry, though she still got sick when she didn't eat before her stomach became too empty. Now, without even her paltry teacher's salary, Rand had been supporting them entirely on his slightly above average salary. It hadn't been easy for him to handle everything alone. This was the first time in a long time he'd splurged on take-out for them.

"What's the occasion?" she asked, her voice sounding rusty from disuse. She went up behind him and put her arms around him. Just being close to him, her cheek against his solid back muscles, made her feel safer. Tears came into her eyes the way they seemed to all the time of late. 

Pivoting from the counter, he faced her with a broad smile that lit up his handsome, boyish face. The dimples bracketing his mouth softened all the parts she steeled against him. He pulled her into his arms. 

Amy pressed her face to the wall of his chest. How she loved him! She had no right to. Dear God, she knew it and couldn't fight her own convictions. But he would never belong to her. Even in death, Joey owned him. Amy's unwilling thievery could never change that. 

His beautiful mouth that fitted her own so perfectly touched hers, and she felt her tears spill over. The flicker of sorrow in his blue eyes made her withdraw emotionally and hold onto to him even harder, stealing the breath from each of them.

"It doesn't have to be an occasion for us to celebrate, sweetheart," he said on a sigh. "I love you. We should celebrate our love every day."

She loved how romantic he was. And she believed he did love her. His every glance, every touched filled her with his tender, steadfast love. It wasn't him she doubted. She simply couldn't put her trust in the fact that love was always right.

He bent slightly so she could see his eyes. "I do wanna talk to you about something, Amy. While we eat." 

Tension filled her spine when he turned, slid dishes from the cupboards and then handed her a stack. Obediently, she brought them into the dining room, worried he would expect things. Things she might not be able to give him. When he told her last night he planned to take a week's vacation from work, she realized something would happen. Rand wanted to help her, but he didn't know she couldn't leave the apartment. If she left, would they be waiting?

Once all the food was on the table, he served her with forced enthusiasm. While he did, he told her about some cabin a friend from work owned. "It's up north. Maybe a four hour drive. I've got it all planned. I'll pack for us tonight. Run out first thing in the morning to stock up on food and supplies before we hit the road."

Just as she'd feared, his expectations were more than she could give him. She couldn't leave the apartment. She just couldn't. But she was equally certain Rand wouldn't allow her to hedge out of it this time. 

He'd imagined their life together as two people so wildly in love, the rest of the world, the complications associated with them being together, ceased to matter. Never had she received more than a few tender moments to allow herself to consider their love in the ideal. Not when it'd been so wrong from the very beginning. She'd foolishly allowed herself to be the immoral, selfish "other" woman in Rand's life. In turn, Rand's feelings for her had given him the courage to do what he hadn't dared before. He left his wife and his miserably unhappy life--lit only by his children--for her. For a long time, she held onto her principles that they couldn't be together. But the very first time he touched her, kissed her so sweetly, she drowned in her own carefully hidden emotions for him. That sinful capitulation led to his divorce, the loss of his children--children who'd been her favorite students. Unwillingly but helplessly, she'd destroyed a family, all for a selfish desire for love.

No, love didn't right the wrongs. All her life, she'd imagined love and marriage as a fairy tale of innocent perfection. What she and Rand shared was anything but. The baggage that went with the love tore at her constantly. How could she blissfully ignore all the damage she'd caused to so many? 

Over and over, Rand insisted that the problems between him and Joey existed in spades for too many years to count. He'd paid his dues, he said, persevering in his marriage because he believed it was the right thing to do for their children. Didn't he deserve happiness and love, too? He believed he'd found both of those. With her.

Amy's guilt for the divorce continued long after the deed was done, long after she and Rand married quietly. She loved him more because he filed for custody of his precious children, but she was afraid for the day he might win, might lose. Not only did I take Joey's husband, but I would have taken her children, too...if not for the accident. One that wouldn't have happened if I'd had the strength to walk away from Rand before our relationship went too far to turn back.

Rand reached across the small table to take her hand and urge her onto his lap. "Ah, sweetheart, you're so haunted all the time. It's killing me to see you like this every day. Even when we're just sitting down to dinner together, you're so lost in the past, I can't reach you half the time."  He cradled her chin in one hand, his gaze gentle but frustrated. "We can't live like this, Amy. You didn't kill Joey or my kids."

She flinched violently at his unexpected words, and he embraced her more securely. "I mean, we didn't do anything wrong. I might not've left Joey for a year or two if I hadn't fallen for you and finally had the incentive to do what I wanted to for years, but I believe love can heal us. Love is right. Don't you believe our love is good?"

Oh, she didn't want to hurt him with the truth anymore. Nothing could ever feel more good and right than being in his arms. Yet only that feeling was right. The action, the means they used to get there, everything that happened since then was wrong. Beyond wrong. Sinful. We sinned against God, as well as Joey and the children.

"What we've done...it's not how I was raised, Rand. My parents...I...believe divorce is unacceptable except in the case of abuse."

His eyes shifted from hers in mild annoyance. He'd heard all this before. She was well aware she couldn't convince him this time either.

"So I was supposed to live forever in a loveless marriage? Until death do us part? Death would have been a relief. All because your parents think it's the moral thing to do."

"I'm not a mindless drone, Rand. I have my own convictions. I know right from wrong."

"And right is putting up and shutting up and being miserable just so we don't tread on someone's delicate sensibilities?"

She laid her cheek against his rough one, wanting to heal him even as she inflicted her own cuts of truth on him. "God would have helped you and Joey work out your problems if you'd asked Him, Rand."

He snorted. "You're right--we never did ask for help. But do you think I didn't spend years trying to make it work?"

Amy shook her head. "You spent years tolerating your misery because it was easier than confronting the cause of it. You never really tried to fix the problems. You believed you could never love her and refused to accept anything else."

He shook his head defensively at her. "No one and nothing could have made me love her. Counseling couldn't've produced that. You remember I dated her while in college? I only did that because our parents wanted us to be together. I broke up with her knowing I couldn't love her, let alone spend a lifetime with her. But she got pregnant. I did the right thing then and I married her. It didn't produce love, Amy. I tried to make it work, but it was impossible. You're the only woman I can love."

She knew the story. Joey and Rand had been in each other's lives all their lives. Born to parents who'd been best friends forever. They'd joked often that their two kids would marry someday and have kids of their own. The expectation was there, even in the jesting. 

"You felt enough for Joey to sleep with her and get her pregnant, Rand," Amy reminded quietly.

Somehow, his zinged expression shamed her. She'd never been able to back down from the convictions that ruled her life though. "Even if men can sleep with any woman any time, Rand, we're not animals. We should be able to control ourselves, especially when there's the potential for damage--the way there was between you and Joey, considering your background together and your families."

Rand's eyes uncharacteristically narrowed on her. "I guess you and me both have a problem with self-control, huh, sweetheart?"

His words were more than justifiable. Even telling herself she was bound to Rand and couldn't give herself emotional, sexually or otherwise to any other man but the one she loved couldn't release her from her share of the guilt.

"God designed marriage to last a lifetime. I can't understand how someone would never consider giving up on their children yet will give up on a spouse like it's simply not worth the effort to hold onto him or her. Then they divorce and call it no-fault when there is fault--the fault is that they've given up."

Rand sighed, looking down at her hand pressed to his chest. "This moralistic stuff doesn't fit your own actions, Amy. Can't you see that? I'm not saying it to condemn you. But your views are too damn hard. You don't take so much into account. Sometimes marriage doesn't work out. It's a shame, yeah. It's bad. We maybe didn't try hard enough or went into it for the wrong reasons. But we can admit we made a mistake. We can do everything in our power to reverse it. You don't really expect me to be a masochist and spend the rest of my life in misery just because it's against 'the ideal', do you? Isn't there any room for second chances in your view? For forgiveness and redemption?"

She couldn't answer him. She'd debated endlessly over the same questions. Her answers brought her back to the same response--you could justify sin until it came up roses, but you couldn't get rid of the stench it left behind. And sin wasn't an action you took once. It had consequences, side effects, life-changing implications. It continued to grow and flourish long after the deed was done. 

"I love you, Amy. I never loved her. I know I made mistakes. In an ideal world, I wouldn't have, and I would've met you first. My kids would've been your kids."  

The shaft of torment he caused made her stomach feel like it flipped over.

"You've always claimed I gave up everything with Joey just to selfishly get what I wanted with you. But you make it sound like that was an easy thing to do. The only easy thing I did was to stay in a rotten marriage for too damn long, just going along accepting that I'd never love anyone the way I wanted to and would never have the love I needed. I made a hard choice when I fell in love with you. I took the road filled with pain instead of pleasure. I believe it was worth it. Everything was worth it to be with you."

"How can you say that?" she cried, too shocked to check herself. "Joey and your children are dead! And it never would have happened if we hadn't started this thing. Didn't we deserve what happened? We can't escape our sin. Sooner or later, it'll come back to haunt us."  Like it's haunting me. In flesh and blood.

Tears sprang from her eyes through her tirade as though crying had become her reaction to everything in life. She could see the wounds she'd given Rand through her weeping, wounds she'd torn open with her accusations, but she couldn't escape the truth she saw in those very words. She fully expected him to push her away and take his leave of her permanently. How much more pain could he stand? 

"Oh Rand, I love you beyond reason. I just wish I could accept everything that's happened like you do. I can't let myself believe it was worth it like the rest was just some unfortunate, random accident I didn't have any hand in. I can't get past the fact that I took away another woman's husband. That I'm the reason you abandoned your children."

"Abandoned?" he barked in obvious shock. "I didn't abandon Henry and Grace. I fought for them. I never would've stopped. You know Joey's parents were filthy rich. I barely had two dimes to rub together. She had the best lawyer in the city. She wasn't gonna let me win easily."

"It wasn't about winning for her. She loved her children more than anything. She wouldn't lose them and you."

Disgust filled his expression. "You are so naïve, Amy. Hell, you've always been that way about her. Yeah, she was a pretty good mother. Maybe too good. She smothered them, wouldn't let them function without her one inch away at all times. But that custody battle wasn't all about her winning. She wanted to punish me because the spoiled little rich girl didn't get what she wanted. She hated me for that."

With those words, he eased her up and away, then stood to dish their special dinner back into the plastic containers. For once, he didn't clean up though. She could see he didn't have it in him tonight. 

Her hollow stomach turned somersaults as she faced that he was right. She wasn't being fair to him. They'd all made mistakes, Joey included. She was the only one who couldn't let those mistakes go and get on with her life. Somehow doing that seemed even more unfair than the rest of it to her. Joey didn't have that choice about any of it. Why should she?

Amy leaned against the wall on the opposite side of the table, tracing the streaks of rain on the outside of the window. 

All Rand wanted to do was love her. What crime was there in that? Deep down, she knew his love for her made everything completely right in his mind. The shadows in her own mind whispered, How long will he continue to love you when all you do is push him away, wallow in the inescapable agony of the past and throw your mutual sins in his face?

Even in death, Joey was winning. Amy was letting her win. She refused to believe Rand when he said Joey had turned his own children against him. She wanted to believe in Joey's innocence. Even now, she couldn't say why. 

Because Joey made a pact with the devil so her children could come back and make sure Rand and I never forget what we've done to betray her.

Movement below drew Amy's gaze. She couldn't escape the sin. It would come back and haunt them. In flesh and blood.

The ghostly shapes below in the parking lot came closer. Pale, child-like figures. Nightmares. The reality she'd been seeing for months. Rand's children, back from the dead.

Amy's entire body trembled as she fought to break free of their hold on her. A scream rose in her throat when they stopped below the window. "Papa," they called in watery, unnatural voices carried on the wind of a storm blowing in. The storm that always blew in when they appeared. "Papa, we're lost. Help us."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Halloween, October 31st

 

Rand pushed the last of the luggage and supplies into the trunk. He glanced back up at their window. Would Amy be ready to go? he wondered, still surprised about how she'd come to him last night, after their disastrous dinner and argument to say she wanted to go with him to the cabin. "Maybe we do need to get away from here," were her words. 

Despite them, she'd been wary that morning when he got up and started getting ready for their trip. A part of him fully anticipated her change of mind now that the time had arrived. Did she suffer from agoraphobia? Was that why she hadn't emerged from their apartment for any reason in a full month? Even more reason for me to talk her into coming away with me.

 Slamming the trunk, he turned toward their window on the fourth floor again, half expecting her to be there with a look of terror on her delicately formed face. She wasn't standing at the window though. He still had to face the probability she'd refuse to go.

Once inside the building, he climbed the stairs floor by floor, remembering their argument last night. Amy believed divorce was immoral. Only abuse qualified as a legitimate excuse for walking out. Abuse or death. Abuse, outside of verbal, hadn't played a part in his and Joey's marriage or divorce. But Joey was dead. Certainly not a fact that made him happy then or now. But, by Amy's own standards, shouldn't they be free of immorality because of Joey's death? Apparently not. But it was time for her to forgive herself, him, and to stop believing their mistakes would come back to bite them in the butt. It was long past time for them to get on with their life together instead of futility closeting themselves in their own little world as if they were prisoners of war.

He let himself into the apartment, estimating in his head how long it'd take to wake her, convince her, and then urge her to shower and get dressed. But she sat in the living room, her shoes next to her feet. Her gaze lifted to him, and he saw all the fears he expected her to harbor there. If he gave her half the chance, she'd argue against going.

Striding against the room to the sofa, he didn't dare speak a word. He knelt before her, slipped her shoes on her feet and tied the laces. When he rose, he drew her up with him to ease her into a reassuring embrace. "You won't regret this, sweetheart. This time away..."  He urged her chin up so he could see her heart-breaking pale gray eyes, fringed thickly with exotic lashes. He would have had to be blind not to see the sheer terror in those eyes. "We're gonna find a way to put the past behind us, Amy. We can't go on like this. You know that as well as I do."

"What if I can't, Rand?"

She'd washed her strawberry blond hair and pulled it back and up in that wispy, messy twist that made him feel vulnerable and protective of her. "I don't have all the answers, Amy. All I've ever known is that I love you and I can't live without you. If you feel the same about me, we can make it work."

She hugged him hard, murmuring, "I do. I love you more than anything. I couldn't survive if you left me."

And he believed that. He was at a crossroads between knowing he couldn't continue on the way they had been and believing firmly he couldn't survive without her either.

When he drew back slightly, he saw the adorably gorgeous woman he'd fallen for almost at first sight. Cradling her face in his hands, he bent to kiss her. Her generous response almost made him lose control. It'd been a long time since her sensually slanted eyes turned that smoky color of passion, since her mouth followed her heart to give him pleasure and give in to her own mutual hunger for him. When they made love now, the frequency was there but desperation tainted everything. She seemed even needier and more unwilling to let him go than usual during their lovemaking last night and this morning. If they didn't go now, though, she wouldn't go at all. Maybe that was her plan, he conceded. 

He broke away and snagged her coat from its peg near the door. As soon as he helped her into it, he urged her to the door, out, and then locked up after them. At the base of the steps, she clung to his arm when he put it around her. He quickly became aware she trembled against him. The weather had gotten colder, seemingly overnight, with tiny flakes of icy snow drifting lazily on the wind left over from last night's storm. But they weren't even outside yet. 

When he glanced down at her, he saw the reason for her shaking. Fear tightened her almost colorless face. 

"What's the matter, Amy? Are you sick? Did you eat breakfast?"  He knew when her blood sugar plummeted because she'd let her stomach get too empty, she turned white, shivery and sometimes even fainted. Something sweet seemed to be the thing that brought her energy back the fastest. 

She didn't speak until he twirled her toward him fully and put his face right before her unfocused gaze. "Amy, tell me what's wrong. You're scaring me. Do you need candy?"

Her lips moved but, for a long minute, no words issued from them. He stroked her face, trying to get her attention on him. 

"They'll come," she whispered. "They'll come and beg you to help them, Rand. Beg you to come find them because they're lost. Because their mother sent them back."

"What? Who do you mean?" he asked in confusion.

His entire body stiffened when she murmured the names of his two children taken from him, from this world, six endless months ago. Was she delirious? Did she need a sugar fix? Or was the one fear he never let himself consider for longer than a second happening before his very eyes? Her fear of being outside had created paranoid delusions in her mind that leaving the apartment had triggered.

He had to help her. Right now, the only way he could think of to do that was to get her away from the place she chained herself to. "We need to go, Amy." He put his arm around her back and led her to the bottom floor. 

"Are you hungry?" he asked again as they approached the exit to the parking lot. 

She merely shook her head, her eyes still unfocused and far away. They couldn't stop now. He had candy bars in the glove box. Once she ate one, she'd be fine, he told himself.

He all but carried her out to the car. By the time they reached the passenger's side, her breathing had become dangerously erratic. She surprised him when she had the presence of mind to cast a glance of trepidation around the parking lot, like she felt certain someone or something that terrified her would appear.

"Come on, sweetheart," he encouraged, opening the door. He saw something on the seat that he swore hadn't been there when he got back from stocking up on supplies. A white powder sat in a small pile on the passenger's seat. He reached inside and brushed it as best as he could off the cloth seats before he helped her inside and closed the door. Some of the granules clung to his damp palm. Frowning, he lifted it to his nose and sniffed. No smell, but the tentative touch of his tongue to it brought the taste of sugar.

Just before he started around the front of the car, he heard her push the lock on her side down. She still scanned the parking lot fearfully when he got in and deliberately locked his own door to give her a sense of security. Did she expect some creature to pop up in the window growling menacingly? Her expression implied she did expect it.

He pulled one of the candy bars out of the glove box and put it on her lap. 

"I'm okay," she told him softly. "Let's just go."

"Why don't you try to sleep. It's a long drive to the cabin."

Until they left the city limits behind, she didn't relax one bit. He concluded then that maybe she'd be all right on this trip toward their new beginning.

 

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

Rand picked up the scrap of paper Joey's lawyer had scrawled the directions to the cabin on. Since Woodcutter's Grim wasn't listed on any maps, this was all he had to go by. He traced their current location based on the directions, then glanced at Amy, finally asleep. They had another hour or so to go. 

He wondered about the town. Unincorporated, no doubt, but even then most state maps included them. Why wasn't this one worth mentioning? When Rand had asked Wiley yesterday about the cabin and how Joey's family got interested in buying it, the lawyer told him it'd been inherited from generation to generation, but he couldn't remember who'd first taken possession of it. It'd been many years before. "I've heard it's quite picturesque and quaint," Wiley offered. "Despite a few misfortunes, of course. No point in making any of it more than mere coincidence though. Josephine's mother loved painting out there. Oh, not painting in the traditional sense, but she said she felt most inspired there. Claimed to fall under the spell of her artist-muse only at the cabin. You may see a few of the paintings still there."

Rand had tired of the old guy's nervous babbling, took the keys and left the law offices. He knew enough about Joey's father's accident and the one that'd happened to his own family just outside the town to know they had to be just coincidences. If there were more misfortunes than that, well, he'd never been the type to jump to superstitious conclusions.

Beside him, Amy shifted toward him and his gaze left the road for her once more. Her smooth, heart-shaped face made an invisible hand squeeze his heart until he thought he'd scream for mercy. She was so young and pure. Irresistible when I met her. How could she not be? She loved kids--she glowed around them like an angel, and they worshipped her. Her face looked just like this then, before she got so caught up in punishing both of us for falling in love. Why can't love right all the wrongs? How can it be wrong to love Amy?

Rand harbored his own guilt and shame for many things. He just couldn't see the point in living in it. Couldn't see beating himself up endlessly until he no longer recognized his own face in the mirror. 

If I can just convince her there is mercy, there is forgiveness, maybe we'll be restored.

He'd suppressed his attraction to Amy for a long time while his son was her student. When Gracie became Miss Pierce's pet student a few years later, Rand started attending school functions without his wife. At first he told himself he'd just gotten tired of fighting with Joey before, during and after. But deep down he knew it was because it gave him time to be alone with the beautiful teacher. 

The slightest excuse for visiting the school--Amy's classroom--would do for him. Even now, he cringed at how he used his children as an excuse just to catch a glimpse of Amy. Just to hear her soft, beguiling voice. How her adoring gaze lifted shyly from his children to him. 

He lost sleep. His every thought centered on her. For the first time, he'd been so captivated by the innocence of a woman, he had no other option but pursuit. 

One day, he'd asked his kids to wait outside the classroom and he told Amy the truth. Hearing out loud what they both tried so hard to hide shocked her. She protested almost incoherently. When he touched her, she fled with the words, "This can never happen, Rand...Mr. Parker!" thrown hastily behind.

His heart became set on her. No one else could ever do for him. Certainly not his wife. He grew colder toward Joey every day. For six miserable months, he cornered Amy at every turn. Looking back on it, he supposed she could have reported him as a stalker if she hadn't longed to see him as much as he did her. He followed her all over the city every day, as often as he could.

Toward the end, just after he left Joey and served her with divorce papers, Amy started dating another man. Insanely jealous, Rand followed her on those dates, too, desperate to convince himself she dated just to forget him.

Watching her send the poor schmuck away one night without so much as a peck on the cheek, he knocked on her door. She called him "Mr. Parker" again, to create a distance that didn't exist between them. Foolishly, she asked him what he was doing there when she knew good and well his intentions. Amy wasn't a modern day woman at all. Even when she wanted to sound off-hand, she couldn't manage it. She finally just walked away, leaving her door open. The clear, silent invitation surprised and encouraged him. He went inside and closed the door behind him. She'd been on the other side of the living room, looking too nervous to even hide the fact. He targeted her in a heartbeat. He could see she wanted to run again, but she didn't. Not this night. This night ended the running. 

"I left Joey. I served her with divorce papers this morning." He'd waited this long to come to Amy with the news. Much as he wanted to start forever with the love of his life immediately, it was only right that Joey hear it first.

Amy's shocked, horrified expression didn't exactly live up to the hopes he had of her throwing her arms around him and exclaiming, "Finally! We can be together now."

"I told you, Amy, I wanna be the one you're with. Always. I think about you every second. I've never felt this way for any woman before. I never will again."

"Of course you have!" she insisted indignantly. "You felt it with your wife."

Rand shook his head. "You're the only woman I've ever loved."

If he thought she was horrified before, these words catapulted her into a whole new realm of shock. She burst into raging tears, begging him to go and not say any more. Not to mean what he implied.

When he slid closer, she shook her head and pushed him away so he couldn't comfort her the way he wanted to. "You're married. You'll always be married to her in my eyes. I don't believe in divorce. I can't be with someone who's been divorced."

This was one he hadn't heard before. "Why not?" he asked, sure she was joking.

"God doesn't want divorce. It's not the way He designed things to be."

Rand took an emotional step back. "Look around you, sweetheart. There's not much left that is how God designed it."

She continued to shake her head at him, her cheeks glistening with tears he couldn't comprehend. He'd spent many a night himself soul-searching, not always dry-eyed, but why would this upset Amy so much? 

"I'm confused," she murmured. "I can't have these feelings."

"Feelings for me?"

She shook off his hopeful tone with a wild toss of her head. "I told Mark I couldn't see him anymore. I can't...  I just can't..."

She looked up at him so helplessly, he couldn't prevent himself from taking the steps to hold her. 

"I can't sin this way," she moaned when he touched her. Frantically, she darted to the other side of the room. 

Rand rubbed a hand of frustration over his jaw. "Two people falling in love isn't sin, Amy. It's the only thing worth anything in this world."

"It's not right. You can't abandon your marriage just because I caught your eye. Your poor children. I can't be...the wicked stepmother. What about your wife? How can you take her children away when you've already devastated her by leaving her?"

It was time for some truth to wake her up about the mutual problems that caused his and Joey's marriage to fail. "She's a closet drinker. Has been for years, but she hides it so well, she never leaves any evidence. She's a good mother. I know she'd never hurt Henry and Grace, but I can't let it continue. It's what happens to a person who's always gotten everything they wanted and never known what it's truly like to need something they can't have. She creates problems that don't really exist until she starts them, okay? But she's not my problem anymore. I won't trust her with my kids, though, especially since she's spent years trying to turn them both against me."

"Why would she do that?"

"Jealousy."

"Will she let you have them, Rand?"

He shook his head. "I doubt it, but I won't abandon them."

He'd quieted her with his words, but she pulled away again once he reached toward her. His instincts told him not to let her go so easily this time. When he gently eased her back and cradled her face between his hands, his tenacity was rewarded. He almost expected her to scream and beat against him to stop it, but instead every ounce of fight went out of her at his kiss. Her knees buckled, and he held on to her even tighter. 

At twenty-five, Amy had known nothing of passion. She'd devoted herself to her parents' morals, her schooling and then teaching and nurturing the children she adored. If his kisses put her in a defenseless trance, his lovemaking mesmerized her completely. That night, they went too far to turn back. 

She's never stopped believing our sin will come back to avenge Joey. Not since that night. And his love for her had metastasized beyond comprehension. All he wanted was a fresh start--one without guilt or pain. He didn't want to pay for falling in love forever, like they'd committed a crime instead of given their hearts to each other.

Rand reached over and brushed Amy's cheek in a butterfly caress. "I'm gonna prove to you all that we had to do to be together was worth it," he whispered in the confines of the car. "It's time our happily-ever-after started."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Through half-closed eyes, she saw Rand's smile. This wasn't the forced kind he gave her so often in an effort to cheer her up. This was genuine, as genuine as the ones they shared on their unspeakably happy honeymoon.

She'd lived under a shroud of terror and shame for so long, she could barely remember her life without them. Those emotions seemed far away now. They weren't in the city, in the home they'd made. They were far from the ghostly yet corporeal figures and thin voices of Rand's children resurrected to a mockery of life. They'd left behind the constant reminder of sin.

After the ghost images calling for their papa last night, Amy realized getting out of the city might be her only escape. A month ago, she convinced herself she'd be safe if she never left their apartment. She quit her beloved job. Stepping outside the apartment again, she'd been convinced the horrors would be there. Without a last glimpse of them, her mind embraced peace.

Maybe far away from the place it all happened, I can convince myself it was an illusion--a manifestation of my crushing guilt. Maybe. Please, God.

"What are you smiling about?" she asked sleepily.

He reached over and enclosed her hand in his comfortingly rough one. "Just remembering our honeymoon."

Without a center console, Amy easily scooted closer to him and threaded both her arms through his. For the first time, she let herself recall that utopia time they had together. Not once during their honeymoon had she felt like they didn't deserve it. When they got back...

She laid her head on his shoulder, hiding her face from him slightly to prevent him from reading the truth in her expression. Whenever she remembered their honeymoon, she recalled her mother's words when they returned. 

While her parents didn't approve of her relationship with a divorced man, they were firm believers in loving the sinner while hating the sin. They embraced Rand instead of ostracizing both of them, the way she'd anguished they would. Only her parents attended their wedding since Joey had easily gotten a judge to refuse Rand all but the barest of visitation rights during the custody battle. After the simple ceremony in front of the judge, Amy's parents gave them an all-expenses-paid week in Italy. The gift meant as much to her as hearing her parents say "You're free from guilt" would. Correspondingly, she gave her love to Rand completely during those short days. 

The guilt returned in spades the very day they returned home and her mother burst her fragile bubble with the careless words, "We can't escape our sins forever, darling. Sooner or later they come back to haunt us. There's no escaping it."

Rand eased her closer to him. "You were so beautiful and open on our honeymoon. I'd never seen you happier, before or after."

Amy sighed. "I'd never been happier." She slipped her fingers into his well-trimmed blond hair, breathing in his cologne as she remembered his happiness then, too. 

"Maybe this trip can be like that one," he suggested. "Maybe we can forget the past enough to wipe the slate clean."

She wanted that with him more than anything. To feel as free as they had with each other on their honeymoon. How she wanted to find the courage to accept her life and her own decisions, poor as some of them had been. Maybe then she wouldn't experience overwhelming shame each time she thought of the life growing inside her. She could be happy about it.

Rand wanted the words "I love you" from her desperately, but he had to know those three tiny words were attached to heavy baggage. So many wishes for a reality that may not exist. 

I love you. If only... I love you, but it's not right. It won't last. It can't because our sins always come back to haunt us. There's no escape. Love can't mend the wrongs and bring back the dead, let alone revise or erase time, decisions and the lingering wounds that won't heal.

In her case, everything that happened between her and Rand became one more link in the chain she'd wear around her neck for all eternity. Already it felt too heavy to bear.

Seeming to sense her withdrawing into her torment again, Rand squeezed her thigh. "Woodcutter's Grim shouldn't be too far away now. Should we stop here in Washburn for gas and lunch? Or wait until we get there?"

Her stomach rumbled hollowly, but she just wanted to get where they were going. "Can we make it?"  She indicated the fuel gauge with the nod of her head. 

"No problem."

"Then let's wait for our vacation to officially begin."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

They'd been on the forest-shrouded road Joey's lawyer put Rand on for more than an hour after he'd believed they were almost there. He assumed then they were close enough to forego a fuel fill-up and lunch for a little while. 

Rand didn't have the slightest clue where they were anymore, nor could he remember seeing any road signs since they left Washburn. Only now did he acknowledge they should have stopped an hour ago when he asked Amy what she preferred. The gas gauge was at a quarter tank. While he knew some roads in Wisconsin seemed to go on forever without a break or change in the scenery, this stretch beat them all. 

He suddenly felt like they were the last two people in the world. They hadn't passed any other cars since they left the last town. 

As if thinking the same thing he was, Amy turned to him. "Where are we?"

He shook his head, not wanting to alarm her. "Not sure. You ever been up this way before?"

"No. Have you?"

"Never. According to the directions I have, we should've been there by now."

Her arched brows drew together on a perplexed look. She reached into the glove box for the map.

"It's not on there," he warned, "but since you got it out, can you see where we should be an hour or so northwest of Washburn?"

For a minute, she fell silent while studying the map. When she spoke again, she sounded frustrated. "We should have reached another town long ago," she concluded. "You're sure it's actually been an hour since we left that last town?"

"Yeah. It had to have been."  But a glance at his watch told him it wasn't much later since they'd left Washburn. About twelve-thirty now and about twelve-thirty then couldn't be right. Maybe he was just anxious, turning minutes into hours.

As if her stomach responded to his lunch-time estimations, a vicious rumble filled the car. 

Rand grinned. "Maybe we should break out those candy bars."

Amy's cheeks colored, but she smiled and handed him one from the glove box. She tore into hers like she couldn't wait another second. 

"How long have these been in here?" she asked while chewing her first bite.

"I just bought 'em today." But she was right, he realized, tearing off a good chunk of his own with his teeth. The thing didn't even taste stale--it just had no taste at all. He could have been eating air. The experience wasn't exactly appetizing, but they both finished the candy anyway. Soon, they'd be in a restaurant that hopefully served food bursting with flavor.

Rand grimaced at the unending road. Maybe. Maybe not.

"What's that?" Amy asked, leaning forward.

He didn't see what she meant at first, but, once they crossed a bridge and got closer, the ill-kept sign hidden in an overgrown cluster of pine trees emerged. "Welcome to Woodcutter's Grim--a truly magical place" it read. The population below, in a smaller font, had faded to the point that only one number was legible. "Population 2."

Rand got a heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach when he realized the bridge they just crossed over was the one Joey's car went off and exploded when it hit the gully below. Talk about walking over your own grave.

He turned his face to the driver's side window, wishing he didn't feel the need to look. To examine the place his childrens' bodies...

No, not now. We came here to forget.

"Well, we didn't make great time," he murmured, inspiring Amy to glance at her watch. He did the same. His still read 12:28. 

They passed a church on the way into town. An elaborate wood sign in front of it announced that Judgment Day had come--were they ready?

The few businesses on what Rand supposed had to be the main drag looked deserted. Only a few antique cars were parked in front of the restaurant and a tiny grocery store badly in need of a new coat of paint. No people stood on the streets, walked them, or even loitered inside the buildings from what he could see. 

"No one's here," Amy said. 

She couldn't be right, but there was no denying the mutual observation had merit. 

"It's a weekend," she went on. "Maybe they're all visiting out of town or something."

Rand chuckled at that. "A mass exodus? On Halloween? Did all the trick-or-treaters skip town for better digs?"

She smiled at his teasing, but he could see her tension rising in it. Not seeing a soul anywhere in the area unnerved him almost as much as the unnatural silence around them did. 

He steered ahead to an ancient, hulking Victorian house that'd been converted to an eatery. A quaint sign on the porch read "The Gingerbread House".  

"Here we go," he said, easing into a space in front of the brown, white and pink confection of a building. "We should be able to find some home-cooked food here."

Three other cars were parked in front of the restaurant. When he unfolded his stiff body from his Chevy and stood for the first time in hours, Rand noticed the dust and rust competing on each vehicle nearby. How long had they been parked there? Did the old farts in this town bring out their antiques just in time for Halloween? Most collectors put more time into upkeep.

Not wanting to panic Amy, he didn't mention it, instead going to help her out. A disturbed expression filled her face as she looked around. The weather had been chilly all day. Out here, it seemed worse. He reached inside for the coat she'd shed during the ride. 

Despite the sheer number of trees that'd led them into town, there were very few here, and no green grass he could see either. Once more, the unnatural silence came to him. Amy would pick up on it, too, if he didn't say something to break it. "We'll just grab lunch, fuel up and head out to the cabin." His own voice didn't sound any more natural, and Amy seemed aware of it. 

"I didn't see a gas station."

"Probably just off this main drag somewhere," he assured her, though it struck him as odd that there wouldn't be one here. This was the optimal place for someone to make good money off those who passed through town, stopping only for fuel and snacks.

She nodded, and he noticed how pale she'd become, almost as badly as just before they left the apartment. The lack of color in her face made her eyes look sunken and hollow. 

"You okay?" he asked.

"I'm just hungry."

"Come on." He put a loose arm around her shoulders, then led her to the porch of the restaurant. In the dirty glass door hung a sign, politely informing those interested that they were open. 

A soft crunch beneath his boot made him glance down. Dozens of piles of the white powder he'd found on Amy's seat earlier littered the steps, the porch, the window sills. Sugar again? Salt? Ancient bird poop? Rand wasn't sure, but he wanted to know. Crouching on the porch, he wet a finger and captured a bit of it. The granules looked the same as before. He sniffed and tasted it. 

He glanced up to see Amy staring at him, her mouth open, her breathing ragged. "Sugar," she uttered the same way air leaving a tire would.

"You've seen this before?"

"Rand, let's go," she begged suddenly.

He straightened. A mass exodus on Halloween. All the trick-or-treaters fled town, leaving their sugar behind them...

Though he knew he was making Amy panic, he gazed around the streets from the view of the restaurant porch. What were the sugar piles? And why the hell was it so ungodly quiet here? 

We're the only two people in town. Amy's gonna freak out if I mention the fact though.

He turned and reached out for the door, unsurprised when he met resistance. Despite the welcoming sign, saying the restaurant was open and the hours of operations matched the current time, his gut feeling the instant he parked had been that it was deserted just like all the others on the streets they passed. 

Ducking down, he peered into the filthy, oversized windows on both sides of the door. While he'd never had official training beyond that required for security supervision, he instinctively sensed when something bad was about to or had happened. He didn't like what he saw inside the gloom beyond. Petrified scraps of food, left uncleared from the tables. No, this place hadn't been open for business in long years. 

The sudden, sharp peal of a church bell brought Rand to his full height. Amy cried out in alarm, jumping into his arms. 

This sound should have relieved him. It implied the opposite of the very conclusion he'd just reached. The church bell told him they hadn't come on vacation into a ghost town. 

Even so, with the sound of life, Rand was sure they were alone in Woodcutter's Grim. He knew it on a visceral level that made his gut twist defensively.

If they were all alone, who was ringing the church bell? If they weren't alone, what did the church bell announce?

Judgment Day--are you ready?

"Rand," Amy begged, fearfully clutching at him. 

Okay, he was freaked out, too, but he needed to figure out what'd happened in this place. "Amy, I want you to get back in the car and stay there. Lock the doors if you want. I wanna see if somebody else is here. Over at the church."

She shook her head at him.

"I won't be long."

"No! Rand, please."

"Everything's okay..."

"No it's not. Don't go. Let's just..."  She shook her head again, tears filling her eyes. "They followed us here. They're here. We can't stay. Please, let's just go."

"Who followed us?" he demanded. What the hell was she talking about? 

"It's Judgment Day."

 Her irrational behavior before they left their apartment building was back, and he watched her eyes become unfocused and wild. 

"Everything's all right, Amy. Just stay in the car. I'll check it out and come right back."

She shook her head frantically at him again.

"I have to check this out. I know you're afraid, but I need to do this. Either stay in the car or come with me."

When she said nothing, clinging desperately to his arm, Rand didn't wait for her to start looking around for the creature she expected to pop out at her. He urged her down the stairs and onto the sidewalk. 

While he didn't care to encourage her illogical fear, he couldn't deny something had happened in this place. He knew rationally that Joey had been here six months ago--Woodcutter's Grim couldn't have been deserted then. So where was everybody today? He told himself if he saw just one person, he'd give up and get Amy to the cabin, where he could calm her down.

They passed businesses on the way toward the church, and Rand ducked this way and that, trying to catch a sign of life in any of them. All were deserted with evidence that they'd once been inhabited with people who fled quickly. He saw the little piles of sugar everywhere.

The mini-mart had stood empty for years, too. Shelves that once held supplies and groceries had been attacked by rats and animals. Briefly, he was glad he'd stocked up on groceries before they left the city. Nowhere did he see an indication of Halloween--not even specials on sweets. Back in the city, the kids would already be getting antsy about putting on their costumes and looting the neighborhoods of all candy. 

This is a place of childhood horror, not holiday joy, Rand concluded grimly. Amy's hold on him grew tighter, and he glanced down at her. Her mouth was open wide as she stared at the sky. Rand followed her gaze and swore when he saw the dark clouds accumulating and rolling over their heads. He'd seen storm fronts before, but he'd never seen one travel this fast before. Blackness unfurled like a rug across the sky in seconds, almost completely obscuring the sun that'd made every attempt to push out the chill a few minutes before. 

Get this done. Quick. 

But he returned his attention back to the church and frowned again. It wasn't any closer. They'd walked three blocks toward it, but he could still see it in the distance--what appeared to him to be the same distance as when he stood on the porch of The Gingerbread House. Had he imagined it was only four or five blocks away?

The breath of wind turned into a full-force gale. Fat sheets of rain dropped from the pitch-black sky. His shock prevented him from taking in anything except the storm and the church, but Amy's screams rode over the wail of the gusts slamming past them. She frantically pulled him back toward the car. His protective instincts kicked in then, and he took a firm hold of her hand and ran with her. 

Once he made sure she was inside the car, he dove around to the other side. She reached over and pounded down the lock the instant he slammed the door shut after him.

For a second, they sat gasping for breath. "Let's go, Rand," she moaned as soon as she was able. "Please, it's not safe here."

The storm had come straight out of nowhere. He glanced anxiously back at the church and had to tamp down on his shock. Much as he wanted to deny it for logic's sake, he acknowledged now that he wasn't crazy. Through the bursts of sky-splitting lightning, he saw the church five blocks away--closer from the car than when they stood a mere two blocks from it.

"Rand!"

He braced his back on the seat, rising to get the car keys from the front pocket of his jeans. When he came down again, he felt something beneath him. His hand was wet from the rain, but even in the growing darkness, he knew what it was he felt under him. Another pile of sugar--one that hadn't been here before. What the hell?

Amy sobbed in frustration at his lack of action. He jammed the key in the ignition and started the car, flipping on the headlights with his other hand. 

He'd all but memorized the directions from this street out to the cabin. When he backed out from his spot in front of the restaurant, he went in the opposite direction they entered town in. 

"You're going the wrong way," Amy cried out. "We need to leave!"

Leave? "What about the cabin?"

"We can't stay here." 

He hadn't expected her reaction. Yeah, a lot of weird crap was happening here, but, first and foremost, they needed to keep their heads. It didn't make sense for them to flee town and forego their vacation at the cabin simply because people had stayed home, maybe expecting the sudden storm. 

"Amy, we can't let a thunderstorm and a seemingly empty town make us panic. You're freaking out. Everything'll look different in the morning."

He knew if they went home to their apartment now, she'd never get any better. They needed this.

"Besides, we can't leave until we find a gas station." The fuel gauge was nearly on empty. They could go past that but not by much.

He took a left turn onto the road that'd lead them straight out to the cabin after two or three miles. They had enough gas to get there and come back to fill up on their way out of town at the end of the week. The compelling fact even Amy couldn't deny was that they couldn't leave without getting gas.
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