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  Dedication




  With thanks to the TWWS writers’ group for their many helpful critiques.




  





  Award-winning author Margaret L. Carter is a member of Jewels of the Quill, an award-winning group of authors in all genres banded together to promote their books. The group also does anthologies together. Dame Onyx Treasures: Love Among the Monsters is a compilation of three short stories Margaret contributed to Jewels of the Quill anthologies, plus five bonus stories




  





  The Unvanished Hitchhiker ­horror} (originally published in Shadows in the Heart, A Jewels of the Quill Halloween Anthology) © September 2007; 978-1-59374-685-8 (trade paperback); 978-1-59374-686-5 (electronic). In a twist on the Vanishing Hitchhiker urban legend, in which an unsuspecting driver picks up a hitchhiker and discovers the passenger is a ghost, a bereaved mother waits every Halloween night in anticipation of the knock on the door, bringing her lost daughter home yet again.




  Little Cat Feet ­Young Adult fantasy} (originally published in Christmas Wishes, A Jewels of the Quill Christmas Anthology) © September 2008; 978-1-60313-258-9 (trade paperback); 978-1-60313-259-6 (electronic). In this tale inspired by the legend that animals can speak on Christmas Eve, a teenage runaway on the streets saves a stray cat from abuse. The cat helps her in return.




  Mistress of the Shadow Hounds ­paranormal romance} (originally published in Halloween Treasures, A Jewels of the Quill Halloween Anthology) © September 2010; 978-1-60313-569-6 (trade paperback); 978-1-60313-570-2 (electronic). A sinister artifact handed down in her family forces a young woman into conflict with creatures from an alien dimension that threaten not only her life but the safety of the entire world.




  Birthday Gift ­horror} (originally published in Sepulchre, periodical) © 1999. A divorced mother meets with her estranged teenage daughter to pass on the secret of their not-quite-human heritage. Gift or curse?




  The Wrong Hands? ­fantasy} (originally published in Sorcerous Signals, periodical) © November 2010. An expert thief reluctantly accepts a job from a possibly evil wizard to save her brother’s life. But it’s never a good idea to steal from your old mentor, especially if he’s also a powerful sorcerer.




  Beast Lord’s Captive ­fantasy} (originally published in Sorcerous Signals, periodical) © November 2009. A sorceress goes on a mission to save a young noblewoman kidnapped by a monster. The swordsman assigned as her partner, though, may not have the purest of motives, and the victim may not want to be rescued.




  Mercy ­horror} (originally published in The Darkest Thirst: A Vampire Anthology)  Design Image Group, © January 1998. In Dark Ages England, a young mother in labor falls victim to a bandit with a demonic reputation. When she wakes up, she has to dig her way out of a grave, and her baby has been abandoned to die. She must try to save him while struggling with her strange new powers and cravings.




  Fantasia Quest ­fantasy romance} Exclusive to this volume! Never before published!




  Invited to beta test a cutting-edge virtual reality sword-and-sorcery game, so realistic it feels like being there in the flesh, Carrie sees the project as a way to improve her chance of getting a job with the company that invented the VR system. She wants to leave her current job at a hospital because it holds too many memories of her late fiancé, a doctor at the same hospital. Her partner in the game, known to her only as Rolf Shadowbane, is a designer with the game company as well as a long-time e-mail friend of hers. She’s attracted to him even though they’ve never met in real life, but she shies away from opening up to another man after the traumatic loss of her fiance. When both she and Rolf get trapped inside the game, the crisis pushes their relationship to a new level.




  





  Author’s Foreword




  Ever since I started reading horror fiction at the age of twelve, with Dracula, the main focus of my pleasure in horror and fantasy has been probing the viewpoint of the “monster” and exploring relationships between human and nonhuman beings. Why should a “monstrous” nature keep a person or creature from having the free will to choose between good and evil? And don’t vampires, werewolves, ghosts, and entities with tentacles need love, too? All the stories in this volume include characters and creatures who aren’t quite human, including some that fall into the “monster” category.




  As for love, only the novellas Mistress of the Shadow Hounds and Fantasia Quest are romances. All the shorter stories, however, also involve various kinds of love or affection: Mother and child (The Unvanished Hitchhiker, Birthday Gift, and Mercy); sister and brother (The Wrong Hands?); a potential romantic pairing seen through the eyes of a would-be rescuer (Beast Lord’s Captive); grandmother and granddaughter as well as girl and cat (Little Cat Feet).




  For more tales of love among the monsters, please visit Carter’s Crypt. If you’ve previously read some of my vampire fiction, please note that the undead in Mercy belong to the traditional type, not the vampire species in most of my stories and novels. If you haven’t encountered the latter before, you can find out about them under the “Vanishing Breed” link on my site: http://www.margaretlcarter.com




  





  THE UNVANISHED HITCHHIKER




  The six-foot-tall werewolf and his chalky-faced vampire girlfriend in a flowing white gown trudged down the driveway with their pillowcases full of candy.




  “It’s after nine,” Leah Trent said, watching them leave. “They should be the last, shouldn’t they? Teenagers, you’d think they’d feel embarrassed to go trick-or-treating.” She shook her head in wry amusement and glanced at Alice Wade, who sat on the couch with her fingers entwined in her lap.




  “Yes, that’s probably all we’ll get.” Her voice quavered. She cast sidelong looks at the front door, the shadows under her eyes making her appear older than her fifty-some years.




  Leah took off the black cardboard witch’s hat and plastic cape she’d worn over her jeans and blouse all evening. “Then I guess I should turn off the porch light.”




  “No, don’t!” The tone of shrill urgency startled Leah.




  Puzzled, she peered through the open door at the deserted street. She hadn’t expected as many visitors as they’d actually received on this dead-end lane away from the center of town, with houses isolated in their spacious yards. Wood smoke from a neighbor’s chimney scented the air despite the weather, warm for the end of October in Maryland. Maybe the kids had ranged farther than usual because of the clear, mild evening, not at all a spooky Halloween. Only a tangle of overgrown trees on a vacant lot across the street lent an atmospheric touch to the view. Again, she wondered why Alice had asked her to spend the night. For protection against rowdy pranksters? Leah hadn’t seen any.




  After closing the door and fastening the chain, she took a seat on the couch next to her friend and picked up her cooling cup of mint tea from the coffee table. “Want to watch something on TV?”




  “Go ahead, if you want to.” Alice’s eyes, behind the glasses that looked oversized on her thin face, flickered toward the door again, as if she were waiting for someone despite what she’d said. “I usually sit up and just read or something for a couple more hours.” She opened a magazine and flipped through it seemingly at random, her head with its frizzy halo of straw-colored hair bent over the pages.




  Maybe she was afraid out here by herself. Leah didn’t mind staying over, since her husband’s reserve unit was deployed, leaving her no reason to hang around her own house. Still, she couldn’t help wondering. A colleague at the library where she worked and Alice volunteered had mentioned that Alice’s daughter had died on a Halloween several years past. She’d also said, though, that she’d never known Alice to ask anybody to stay with her on this night before.




  I wonder what’s changed? At thirty-one, Leah, having no children yet, couldn’t pretend to understand the stages of grief involved in losing a teenage daughter. She switched on the TV with the remote and clicked through the channels to a black-and-white vampire film on the classic movie network. Not that it’s any of my business. She asked me to keep her company, not be nosy. “Is this okay with you?”




  After a moment’s blank stare at the screen, Alice said, “Sure. Just don’t turn it up too high, please.”




  Watching the other woman out of the corner of her eye, Leah got the impression she was listening for something. Now and then she tilted her head as if straining to pick up sounds over the movie’s dialogue. When a car roared past outside, Alice jumped. Several times Leah considered asking what preyed on her mind but decided against it.




  The doorbell rang at about quarter to eleven. Alice drew in a hissing breath. Her left hand crumpled a page of the magazine. She darted another glance at the door but didn’t move.




  When the bell rang again, Leah said, “Would you like me to get that?” Alice responded with a rapid, jerky nod.




  With the chain still attached, Leah opened the door just far enough to peek out.




  The wind had picked up, lending a slight chill to the night, although the half-moon still shone in a clear sky. Dry leaves skittered along the sidewalk. A man stood on the porch holding a length of crimson fabric. “Sorry to bother you,” he said, “but when I dropped off your daughter just now, she left this in the car.”




  “Daughter?” Leah shook her head. “You must have the wrong address.”




  “Then maybe that girl was visiting here?” He thrust the garment he carried through the crack between door and frame. His hand trembled. “Anyway, this was the house where she told me to stop, no doubt about that. I have to get going.”




  Automatically closing her fingers on the piece of cloth, which she noticed was wet, Leah murmured a confused thanks. The man scurried down the driveway to the car he’d left running at the curb.




  For a second the air felt icy cold. With a fleeting shiver, Leah closed the door. When she turned toward Alice, the other woman was clutching the edge of the couch cushion like a slippery ledge from which she was afraid of falling.




  “It’s nothing,” Leah said, “just somebody who had the wrong address. He left this before I could make him take it back.” She held up the cloth: a silky cashmere shawl.




  “He?” Alice whispered. “A man?”




  “Yes, just some guy who was lost, I guess.” She sat down, watching Alice with concern.




  “No, he wasn’t lost.” She took the shawl and pressed it to her cheek. “I thought with another person here it might turn out different. I thought she might come herself this time.”




  “She? What’s going on? Do you know this man? Were you expecting him?”




  “Not him, specifically. But I knew somebody would show up. And I knew he’d bring this.” She rubbed the loosely knitted material between her fingers. “If only I could at least keep it. But it always vanishes overnight, even if I fall asleep holding it.”




  “Alice, what are you talking about?” Leah was starting to wonder if her friend was mentally unhinged.




  With a weary sigh, Alice said, “I’ll tell you about it. You’ll think I’m crazy, though.”




  Wincing at this inadvertent echo of her own thoughts, Leah shook her head. “Of course I won’t.”




  “I haven’t talked to anybody about it since my husband left.” She wrung the shawl between her hands. A few drops of water trickled from it. “You probably heard I had a teenage daughter who died.”




  “Yes. I’m sorry.”




  “Joanne was seventeen. We had a fight, actually a marathon series of fights, about the boy she was going with. I knew all along he was bad news.” Her lips tightened. “Her dad and I ordered her to stop seeing him. I even took away the bracelet he gave her. She disobeyed us and sneaked out to meet him at a Halloween party. He drove her home drunk. It was raining hard. The car crashed on a curve about a mile from here. You know the one?”




  Leah nodded. Every town had at least one “dead man’s curve,” and the main drag into this neighborhood had earned that nickname.




  “The boy was killed instantly. Joanne fell into a coma she never woke up from. She died on the third night after.”




  “I’m sorry,” Leah whispered again. She couldn’t think of anything else to say.




  “She took my shawl for her gypsy costume, without permission. This one.” She held up the twisted length of fabric. “Out of spite, I think, because I confiscated that bracelet.”




  Before Leah managed to stifle her reaction, she knew her friend must have noticed the look of horror and pity on her face.




  “Don’t worry, you won’t offend me if you decide I’ve lost my mind. My husband had the same idea. That’s why he left. After the second year, he couldn’t handle what he called my obsession.” Alice’s eyes glazed over for a few seconds. “It started on the anniversary of Joanne’s death. A strange woman came to the door with this shawl and claimed a girl she’d picked up had left it in her car.”




  “Didn’t it occur to you that she was hoaxing you?”




  “Of course,” Alice said in a sharper tone. “I may or may not be crazy, but I’m not stupid.”




  Leah murmured an apology, which the older woman waved away. “Naturally that was the first thing I thought of, though I didn’t know anybody who hated me enough to play such a cruel trick. Later it crossed my mind that it might be somebody’s weird idea of comfort, maybe one of Joanne’s friends, but when I asked around, I came up blank. Besides, I didn’t really believe any of them would do anything that brainless, let alone get an adult to go along with it.”




  “What about the shawl? Where was the real one all that time?”




  “This is the real one.” Alice’s bleak stare challenged Leah to doubt her. “Originally, it must have been ruined in the crash, because I never got it back. Impounded as evidence or thrown away by the—the coroner or the mortician, maybe. This one isn’t just a look-alike, though. It has a flaw in one corner, see?” She thrust the shawl at Leah, who noticed the patch of irregular weave immediately. “Who’d go to all the trouble to make three new duplicates for six years in a row?”




  “Three?”




  Alice let the garment fall into her lap. “She tries to get home on Halloween night and the two nights after. The three nights she lingered between life and death.”




  “And you say the shawl just vanishes overnight every time?”




  Alice nodded. “I’m not worried that you’ll call the men in white coats on me. Even my husband didn’t do that, though he tried to get me to see a therapist. When the same thing happened the second year, I knew it wasn’t a trick. He wouldn’t consider for an instant that it could be real.”




  “So he left?” Leah knew the loss of a child sometimes drove bereaved parents apart instead of drawing them together, but she still had trouble imagining a man who would desert his wife in a crisis like that.




  “There was more to it, of course, but for him this was the last straw.” She sighed and rubbed her eyes beneath her glasses. “For each of the three nights every year, I’ve prayed this would be the time she’d come all the way home. It never happened. This year the calendar’s cycled around to the same day of the week when the accident happened. I thought if I had another person in the house as a witness, my daughter might make it home. I should have known it wouldn’t be that simple.”




  “Have you tried looking for her—out there?” Leah could hardly believe she heard herself talking as if this tale were true.




  “Yes, of course I thought of that. On Halloween of the third year I cruised up and down the road for most of the night. She never appeared. Ten minutes after I gave up and went home, that year’s messenger came to the door.” She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “She hasn’t forgiven me.”




  Guilt-induced insanity, Leah thought. How could someone who functioned so well in everyday life be so disconnected from reality that she’d persuade or pay an accomplice to show up at her door with a prop to provide concrete support for her delusion? What else could explain that detail?




  “Would you let me do something?” Leah asked hesitantly. She had to help if she could. She owed Alice that much for the friendship she’d offered when Leah’s husband had been shipped overseas so soon after their move to this area. “Could I keep the shawl for you tonight?”




  Alice said with a thin smile, “Think you can disprove my crazy story that way? And then I’ll get psychiatric help so I can move on? I know you mean well, but it won’t work. Go ahead, though.” She held out the crimson shawl.




  Leah accepted it, letting the smooth fabric slide through her fingers. “Thanks for trusting me.”




  “We might as well go to bed. Nothing else is going to happen tonight.”




  Once she’d put on her nightgown in the guest room, Leah locked the door and folded the shawl under her pillow, regardless of the wet spot it left on the sheet. When she woke in the predawn darkness to visit the bathroom, the garment was still there. She carried it with her across the hall and back. Just as I thought. Alice made it “appear” and “vanish” all along. She silently laughed at herself for wasting one second on the notion of a genuine haunting. Not that she thought her friend was fooling her deliberately. Alice’s grief made it clear that she believed her own story. Leah drifted back to sleep with her hand tucked under the pillow, touching the shawl.




  When she woke a couple of hours later, it was gone.




  She blinked in the sparkling autumn sunlight filtered through the branches outside the window. How could Alice have possibly sneaked the thing out of the bedroom without waking her?




  Leah followed the aroma of coffee to the kitchen and sat down, snagging half of a cinnamon bagel from a plate in the middle of the table and spreading cream cheese on it. She mumbled a greeting to Alice, unable to think of anything coherent to say.




  “It’s gone, isn’t it?”




  Leah nodded, staring into her coffee cup.




  “And you think I took it somehow, don’t you? How? Drugged your tea?” Alice gave a brittle laugh. “Well, I can’t blame you. I’d believe the same thing in your place.”




  After choking down a quick breakfast, Leah made an excuse to leave. She feared she wouldn’t be able to have a relaxed conversation with Alice for a long time.




  * * * *




  On the way home and off and on throughout the day, Leah mulled over the events of the night before. She searched the library’s newspaper files for a report of the accident. The article confirmed what Alice had told her. It included a high school picture of Joanne Wade, a girl with a heart-shaped face and long, blonde hair.




  By evening, Leah decided she had to try the one experiment that might settle whether Joanne’s spirit actually lurked along that road. Or, rather, prove it didn’t. Leah clung to the conviction that any other solution to the mystery was more likely than a supernatural one. She had to uncover the truth, to cram her own world view back into its orderly box as well as to help Alice. Putting on her jacket at eight that night, she debated whether to tell Alice what she planned. No, she decided. The test wouldn’t be valid if the dead girl’s mother knew about it.




  The chilly, damp evening felt more like Halloween than the previous night had. Leah suppressed a shiver as she stepped outside and ordered herself not to expect anything but hours of boredom.




  She drove the few miles to Alice’s neighborhood, prepared to cruise back and forth along the curved stretch of road where the accident had happened. With a light rain sprinkling the windshield, she turned the wipers on at the lowest speed. Tuning the radio to the local oldies station, she crept along the street to the site of the crash. There was nothing to see, of course, certainly not a dead girl waiting for a ride. The lighting was poor, with lampposts widely spaced. She repeatedly drove around the curve, stopped before she came within sight of Alice’s house, then made a U-turn and retraced the route. She encountered few other cars. Her eyes began to ache from squinting through the raindrops at the splintered beams of the headlights.




  Over an hour passed before she glimpsed the girl standing on the shoulder. Dressed in a long skirt and peasant blouse, with a necklace that sparkled in the headlights, she waved at the car. Slender, with long, honey-blonde hair, she matched the photo in the newspaper.




  Leah slammed on the brakes. Her heart leaped. Lightheaded, she gulped a deep breath. A second later, her pulse slowed as rational thought took over. It’s a scam, of course, even if it doesn’t seem to have any sensible motive. This teenager had copied Joanne’s hairstyle and costume. All those drivers who’d shown up at the door weren’t in on the hoax; they were being fooled, too. Poor Alice.




  Somebody’s gone to all this trouble three nights a year ever since the accident? Leah shoved the thought aside, since dropping that theory would mean accepting the unbelievable. She pushed the button to release the automatic locks and leaned over to open the passenger door.




  The girl scurried to the car and bent to look in. “Could you take me home? It’s just a little ways up the road.” She wore a red shawl, of course, with a necklace of silver coins gleaming on her bodice. Water dripped from her hair and clothes.




  Leah swallowed. “Sure. Get in.”




  Instead of taking the front seat, the girl settled in the back. She recited an address. Alice’s address.




  Okay, how about calling the bluff? Leah pushed the lock button and engaged the child-proof function that disabled the back door locks. “Joanne? Is that your name?”




  “Yes,” came a whisper from behind her.




  She pulled onto the pavement and drove slowly toward Alice’s house. “Your mother wants to see you. Why do you keep doing this to her? Why don’t you go all the way home?”




  A long silence. Finally, the voice whispered, “I can’t.”




  Just as Leah pulled into the driveway, the temperature inside the car dropped. A sphere of icy cold enveloped her. She glanced down at the climate controls. Had she accidentally bumped the air conditioning knob? Even as she formed the thought, she recognized it as nonsense. The car felt like a walk-in freezer. Its equipment had no power to generate that kind of chill, certainly not instantaneously.




  She whirled around to look over her shoulder. The girl was gone. No trace remained except for the shawl.




  Naturally. The script has to play out. She bowed her head on the steering wheel, her teeth chattering and her stomach churning. The wave of cold receded, and her nausea faded with it. She drew a long, shuddering breath and turned to stare at the back seat again. What if I’d touched her? Would the girl feel solid or would a hand pass through her like a hologram? She’d had enough solidity to open the car door. And the shawl was a material object. Leah stretched to pick it up. The wet yarn felt real enough. Yet how could a spirit leave behind an ordinary piece of cloth? Well, who says the supernatural has to make sense?




  Clutching the thing, she walked on quivering legs to the porch and rang the doorbell. Alice opened the door and greeted her with a blank stare.




  “She was here,” Leah said in a hoarse whisper. “I saw her. She rode in my car.” She thrust the shawl into Alice’s hands. “I swear I’m not making this up.”




  “Of course not. Why would you?” Alice grabbed her by the wrist, pulled her inside, and guided her to the couch. “Tell me.” Her voice trembled. “What did she say?”




  “Nothing, really. I asked her why she wouldn’t go home. She said she couldn’t.” Rubbing her eyes, Leah said, “I’m still not sure I believe all this. Maybe I’m going nuts myself.”




  “Not unless it’s contagious.” Alice hugged the shawl for a second before putting it down, leaving a damp blotch on her shirt. “I would’ve thought if you saw her, that would make a difference. That the pattern would change. Won’t she ever forgive me?”




  “Maybe she doesn’t think you’ve forgiven her. Aren’t ghosts supposed to have unfinished business? Maybe she wants to come home but thinks she can’t because of disobeying you.” Leah leaned over to rest a hand on Alice’s shoulder.




  “As if that mattered now. It’s true; at first I was furious at her for dying. For running off and getting into a car with that boy. If she’d listened to me, she would be alive today. But I got past that a long time ago.” She laced her fingers together, white-knuckled. “It was at least half my fault. If we hadn’t fought over him, she might not have been mad enough to ride with him when he was drunk. How can I show her how I feel if she won’t appear to me?”




  “I asked her to come home, and it didn’t have any effect.” Leah replayed in her head what Alice had told her the night before. “Wait, there was one more thing you mentioned. You took a bracelet away from her?”




  Alice nodded. “His going steady gift, or whatever the kids call it these days.”




  “Do you still have it?”




  The other woman stood up and hurried to the stairs. “I’ll be right back.”




  A minute later she came downstairs with the bracelet clutched in her hand. She dropped it into Leah’s open palm—a delicate circle of silver links with tiny, scarlet-eyed bats hanging from it. “You’re going to give it to her?”




  “If I see her again tomorrow night,” Leah said, “I’ll try. She took the shawl in revenge for your taking the bracelet, right? What if she wants to trade back, to make up with you?” She considered cruising the dark street for another hour or two but decided not to bother. All the lore she’d ever heard suggested that an apparition like this wouldn’t violate its established rituals. Joanne wouldn’t appear twice in the same night.




  She hugged Alice and left with the bracelet tucked into her pocket.




  * * * *




  The next evening turned out clear and chilly. Before starting the car, Leah checked her coat pocket for the silver circlet. She’d been half certain it would vanish overnight like the shawl, just to thwart any attempt to break the pattern. It hadn’t, of course.




  She’d been driving up and down the road for only half an hour when the weather changed in an instant. Sheets of rain poured onto the car. She couldn’t see anything except her own headlights and veiled glimmers from the infrequent street lamps. She slowed, afraid of missing the curve.




  The noise of an engine roared over the drumming of the rain. With a glance in the rear-view mirror, she saw the lights of another car closing on her, weaving from lane to lane. “What’s wrong with that idiot?” Her heartbeat raced. She accelerated, edging to the far right. The other car sped up, too, careening toward her instead of passing.




  Her fingers aching from her grip on the wheel, she steered sharply right. Her brakes squealed. The other vehicle, a red sports car, shot past her. In a lull in the rain, she saw it slam into a tree. The crash assaulted her ears. A second later, its motor went dead, the car crumpled hood-first against the trunk, one headlamp smashed and the other still shining. The rain ceased.




  Her palms slick and her pulse hammering, Leah stared at the crash site. This isn’t real. I’m seeing the past. The bracelet drew me in.




  With a sense of inevitability, she glimpsed the slim figure standing on the shoulder. She pulled to a complete stop and snared the girl in the headlights. Again her gypsy skirt, shawl, and long, straight hair were drenched, this time from a spectral rain. Opening the passenger door, Leah called, “Come on, Joanne. Sit in the front.”




  The wreck in the background vanished. The girl glided to the car but hesitated at the open door. Her blank stare suggested she didn’t know how to react when the other person failed to recite the expected lines. Leah dug the bracelet out of her pocket and held it up. “I brought this for you.”




  Joanne dived into the car and snatched at the jewelry. Leah evaded her grasp and stuffed the bracelet back in her coat. “Not now. You’ll get it in your mom’s living room.”




  The air instantly congealed into subfreezing cold. Leah’s face went numb, and she saw the vapor of her breath in the feeble glow from the dome light.




  The girl’s skin turned pale, verging on gray. Blood matted her wet hair. Bruises mottled her arms where they showed under the loose drape of the shawl. Her blue-tinted lips curled back from her teeth in a snarl. “Give it to me!”




  Leah’s pulse thundered in her own ears. Shivers convulsed her. All she could do in reply was shake her head.




  The girl’s fingers, bent like claws, scrabbled at the sleeve of Leah’s coat. Leah shrank from her, but she didn’t have room enough to retreat out of reach. Not unless she opened the driver’s door and fled from the car, a defeat she wasn’t prepared to accept.




  Joanne grabbed her wrist. The grip felt like a band of cold metal, so icy it seared Leah’s skin. Her stomach lurched.




  “I’m lost out here,” the girl whispered. “Stuck this way forever, while everybody else keeps living and changing.” Her mouth contorted in a rictus of fury. “We had a fight. Alex and me. Because I wasn’t wearing his gift. That’s why he got distracted and wrecked the car. I thought if I could send Mom’s shawl back to her, the bracelet would come to me. An even trade. Then I’d be complete. Free to go with Alex. But it never works.”




  With a swallow of bile, Leah forced herself to speak. “It won’t work until you go all the way home.”




  “I can’t.” Bloodstained tears trickled down her cheeks. “It’s here. Give it to me.”




  Leah shook her head again, her throat clogged with fear.




  “That bracelet belongs to me. It’s part of me. I need it.”




  “Why don’t you just take it, then?”




  No answer.




  Because she can’t.




  “No matter what you do to me, it won’t change anything. You have to meet your mother face to face. She has to make you a gift of it.” She held her breath until her chest ached.




  Joanne’s features melted and flowed, shedding the death-mask grayness and the raw wounds. She released Leah’s arm and closed the passenger door. “All right,” she whispered. The chill faded away. “I’m afraid to face her after what I did.”




  “She forgives you. She’ll prove that by returning the bracelet. But you have to go to her.” There’s a gulf between them, like it says in the Bible. The living can’t reach the dead. Not when grief and anger block the path.




  When the car pulled into Alice’s driveway, Joanne still sat in the passenger seat, gazing silently out the window. Opening the door on the driver’s side, Leah noticed the flicker of her own reflection in the opposite window. Joanne didn’t cast an image in the glass. By now Leah accepted this bit of evidence without surprise.




  She kept her eyes fixed on the girl until both of them had stepped out of the car. “We’re going inside now.”




  With an almost inaudible sigh, Joanne said, “I’m scared.”




  Leah held up the bracelet. “Just stay with me.” She walked beside the girl, afraid at every step that she would vanish.




  On the porch, Joanne stopped in front of the door. Leah seized her cold, damp hand and rang the bell. Footsteps and the rattle of the chain sounded inside.




  An icy wind blew across the porch at the moment Alice opened the door. When she saw who stood there, she gasped and staggered. Leah hastily wrapped an arm around her waist. “It’s going to be all right. Here, take the bracelet.”




  With her eyes fixed on Joanne’s face, Alice fumbled the circlet out of Leah’s hand.




  “Put it on her.” Leah raised the girl’s arm.




  Trembling, Alice slipped the bracelet over Joanne’s fingers without quite touching her. Joanne lifted her arm to let the circlet slide into place on her wrist, stared at it for a few seconds, then shifted her gaze toward Alice. Leah let go of both of them and stepped back. Joanne slipped into her mother’s arms. They hugged for a long moment.




  “I’m sorry,” Joanne cried.




  “So am I,” Alice murmured into her windblown hair.




  “I hurt you. Please forgive me.”




  “I already have.” A sob choked her voice. “I don’t want to lose you again.”




  “I’m not lost anymore. We’ll be together when the time’s right.”




  As the seconds slipped away, the girl’s outline blurred. The colors of her hair and clothes faded to gray and white. In the next minute, she thinned and grew translucent, then transparent. At last, her ethereal body seemed to melt into her mother’s, and she vanished. Alice stood alone, a rapt expression on her face, clasping the shawl to her breast.




  





  LITTLE CAT FEET




  Icy wind lashed the alley next to the convenience store, where the phone booth stood. Wet snow melted down the back of Lauren’s neck while she listened to the ringing on the other end. Her heart raced faster when her grandmother’s voice came on the line. Before Lauren could get a word out, though, she realized the sound came from a recording. She didn’t bother waiting for the end of it.




  Hanging up without leaving a message, she slung her backpack over her shoulder and trudged to the sidewalk. If Grandmama knew about Lauren’s plans, she might feel obligated to rat out her granddaughter. That was why Lauren hadn’t called ahead from home to begin with. She figured she had a better chance of convincing her grandmother to let her stay if she showed up out of the blue and made her plea face to face.




  She cast a wistful glance at the front of the store, with garlands of lights over the windows, half of them burned out, and a plastic wreath on the door. Her feet already felt numb inside her wedge-heeled, ankle-high boots, designed more for show than protection from cold. She yearned for the warmth inside the store. But she’d already spent all the cash she could spare on coffee, peanut butter crackers, and beef jerky. The cashier wouldn’t let her hang around if she wasn’t buying anything. She felt lucky to have been allowed to use the ladies’ room. She had just enough money left for another phone call, later in the night when she hoped her grandmother would be home.




  After gulping the last of the cooling coffee, she tossed the cup in a trash can and took out a strip of jerky before stuffing the rest of the package in her backpack. She’d hoped to be safely wrapped in an afghan on the couch next to Grandmama’s Christmas tree by now. For the umpteenth time, Lauren mentally cursed herself for screwing up with the bus schedule. How had she managed to miscalculate the fare from northern Virginia and end up stranded in a grungy neighborhood of downtown Baltimore after dark on Christmas Eve? Maybe she should have waited a few days, planned better.




  No, the thought of waking up on Christmas morning with Josh in the house still made her stomach churn.




  How could Mom do this? What’s wrong with her?




  Lauren clenched her gloved fingers. The first Christmas after Dad’s death in the Middle East, barely ten months in the past, and her mother had a man living with them.




  Lauren stomped along the sidewalk, gnawing on the last of her jerky strip and leaving footprints in the thin layer of snow. If she could get to her grandmother’s place in a suburb north of the Baltimore beltway, she’d be able to stay for Christmas, for sure. And Lauren felt confident she could persuade Grandmama to let her live there until she turned eighteen and finished high school. Only two more years. Her father’s mother didn’t approve of Mom’s thing with Josh any more than Lauren did. But, until she could get in touch with her grandmother and arrange to be picked up, she was stuck out here. She’d have to find shelter from the snow for a few hours and try to phone again later. If she had a cell phone, she wouldn’t have this problem. Josh had talked Mom out of buying her one, though.




  She didn’t have a credit card, either, so checking into a motel wasn’t an option, even if she could have found one in reasonable walking distance. On the way from the bus stop to the convenience store, she’d noticed a sign for a homeless shelter. Would they accept a solitary teenager without trying to contact her parents or report her to the police? She had no idea how those kinds of places handled runaway kids. She couldn’t take the risk.




  Slipping her hand inside the front of her leather jacket, she clutched the silver Celtic cross pendant her grandmother had given her the previous Christmas. It was practically an heirloom, a keepsake from Grandmama’s own childhood. Its familiar shape comforted Lauren. Surely Grandmama would let her stay. After all, when she graduated she could get a full-time job and pay her own way. Meanwhile, she’d live on the street if she had to, instead of going back to a home that had become more like a jail.
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