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We all have skeletons in our closets.
Some are just more alive than others.
~ Cheryl Kaye Tardif
Introduction
Ever since I was a young girl, I've loved short, scary stories that made me quiver with anticipation and fear. My author idol, Stephen King, gave me more sleepless nights and nightmares than I can count, and yet I gobbled up every book he wrote. I spent many nights waiting for my breathing to calm and my heart to stop racing. It was exhilarating!
Skeletons in the Closet & Other Creepy Stories has been a dream of mine since I was about 16, and I'm excited to be able to share it with you. It contains some works that are based on stories I wrote almost 25 years ago.
Remote Control was originally written as an assignment about irony for a Journalism and Short Story Writing course I took after high-school. Separation Anxiety is an older story that delves into themes of loss, death and irony. Atrophy came out of the darkest corner of my mind, one that's a bit twisted. Sweet Dreams is a story I wrote for a writer's group contest in which we had to write something that reflected a photograph of a wooded, isolated area with gloomy lighting. I won.
The three Myrtle Murphy Mysteries feature an elderly serial killer you'll hate to love. My writers' group assigned three words to incorporate into a story for the first two Mysteries. Picture Perfect is one of my personal favorite short stories. It's a supernatural short about sisterly love and envy. Ouija and The Car are based on true events. Believe it or don't.
Caller Unknown, Deadly Reunion and Skeletons in the Closet are shorts that have never before been published or online.
My greatest desire is to get your heart pounding, to make you jump when you hear a strange sound, and to give you at least one sleepless night. If I accomplish any of these, then I've done my job.
Cheryl Kaye Tardif
July 2010
A Grave Error
(Myrtle Murphy Mystery #1)
Myrtle Murphy had everything she wanted out of life―a dead husband, a grown son who'd moved to the opposite coast and neighbors who minded their own business. But what she didn't have was money. She needed a job. At sixty-one and living off a pittance of an early retirement pension, she had no skills to fall back on.
Unless you could call slipping your husband small doses of rat poison in his evening tea for over a month a skill. Yet, on the other hand, it had taken a certain amount of talent to flavor the tea―just so―to avoid being caught. And it had definitely taken a particular cleverness to dispose of Norman's body.
Norm.
Now there was a waste of space.
Ever since he decided to have a midlife crisis at forty-eight, the man had been virtually useless. And yes, he decided. That's exactly what he told her after he came home with a brand new sports car that they couldn't afford.
"I'm having a midlife crisis, Myrt, and you better get used to it."
After that he started going out with the 'boys'.
Boys! Yeah, right!
The 'boys' were three semi-retired old coots, like Norm, who had nothing better to do than sit around Farley's Pub and get drunk, while spending their paychecks at the slot machines. Sometimes she'd find one of boys passed out on her couch the next morning. Often there was a mess of vomit on the floor.
And who do you suppose cleaned that up?
Myrtle, of course.
For a while, she considered having her own midlife crisis, maybe buy herself a sports car, or go to a club for ladies' night. But she knew she was well past all that nonsense.
Myrtle was having a Norman crisis instead.
Her husband of thirty odd years was always complaining about how his life could have been better if he had done this. Or become that. Or lived there. He had practically driven her around the bend with his constant complaining.
"I should've gone into computers," he muttered one day while they were dining at Denny's. "That's where the money is."
"That's what you said last week about banking," she said dryly. "Why can't you just be happy with being a plumber? Some of your friends make more than enough." She paused, stroking her chin in mock thoughtfulness. "Course, they work twice as much as you do, and they don't turn down jobs because their thumb hurts."
"Well, it did," he argued.
She rolled her eyes. "And what about the time you said no to the townhouse complex, just because you wanted to go to the races with your boys?"
"I needed a couple of days off," he said belligerently. "I worked hard that week."
She snorted.
"What?" he demanded. "What do you do all day? Watch soap operas is my guess."
Her eyes narrowed. "You mean, what do I do after I've cleaned the house, washed all the laundry, paid our bills, checked the mail, gone shopping and made dinner? Hmm, well since you've been getting home around three each day, that doesn't leave me much time to watch soap operas, now does it?"
The waitress interrupted them with their meals, a chicken salad for Myrtle and a bacon cheeseburger with fries for Norm. The girl plopped a bottle of ketchup on the table, then asked if they needed anything else.
How about a cattle prod? Myrtle was tempted to say.
"Oh, by the way," Norm said when the girl had left. "I'm gonna take back that vest you bought me."
Her brow arched. "Really."
He was talking about the green plaid vest she'd gotten him for his birthday last week. The one he had practically begged her for, that she'd traipsed three malls to find.
"Yeah," he continued. "The boys said it washed me out, made me look old. Said I'd look better in red."
She was about to make a sarcastic remark when Norm got to his feet.
"Be right back," he said, before disappearing into the washroom.
She picked up her fork, but her gaze came to rest on the ketchup bottle. It was the glass kind, the one with the little twist-off cap. The kind that was always temperamental, that wouldn't release the ketchup, forcing you to―
A monsoon of an idea washed over her.
She covertly glanced around the restaurant, then eyed the bathroom door. Quickly, before she could change her mind, she loosened the cap on the ketchup bottle. Then she slid the bottle toward her husband's plate, knowing that he wouldn't resist having ketchup with his fries.
Sure enough, as soon as he sat down, he gripped the bottle in one hand.
She held her breath, waiting to see him upend it all over his meal.
But that's not exactly what happened.
What did happen was far more rewarding.
Norm shook the bottle. Vigorously.
The cap flew off and ketchup exploded everywhere. It coated his gray hair, his grizzled face, then slid down his throat and under the collar of his white shirt. The shocked look in his eyes swiftly turned to embarrassment.
Myrtle passed him a napkin. "You should always check the lid first."
A dribble of red goo oozed down Norm's shirt and plopped into his lap.
"I'll go clean up in the bathroom," he mumbled.
When he was almost at the bathroom door, she couldn't resist a last dig.
"The boys were right," she hollered.
Heads turned. People gasped, pointed and laughed.
"About what?" Norm snapped.
She grinned. "You do look better in red."
That night, her husband went on a rampage. He didn't outright accuse her of loosening the ketchup cap, but she could see it in his eyes. He suspected her.
"You better wash my shirt right away," he insisted. "I don't want it to stain."
"Wash it yourself," she said with a scowl.
"I can't. My back hurts."
Her mouth thinned in anger.
If it wasn't his back bothering him, it was his leg. Or he had indigestion, or his eye was twitching, or his ear was itchy.
"If it gets worse I won't be able to go to work tomorrow," he said slyly.
She washed the shirt. And left out the fabric softener.
* * *
The next night, Norm continued his little game. This time he had a migraine.
That was the moment she snapped.
"You're giving me a migraine!" she yelled.
"Shh," Norm moaned, cringing and squinting up at her. "Make me some tea, will ya." It wasn't a request.
She glared at him, hands on hips, fuming. Sometimes you're such a pest, Norm.
A slow smile emerged. "Sure thing…dear."
The rat poison was tucked under the kitchen sink, way in the back. She'd found it the other day when she was looking for a scrub brush. She had no idea where the box had come from. She hadn't even known they had a rat problem.
"One half teaspoon," she murmured, carefully measuring out the fine white powder.
A sprinkle of cinnamon and a spoonful of honey made Norm's tea just right. At least she hoped so. She certainly wasn't going to taste it to make sure.
"Here," she said, plopping the cup down on the coffee table. "And here's a wedge of lemon."
She studied him, a bit like a scientist studies a lab rat just before he administers something deadly. When Norm squeezed the lemon into his tea, she walked away, pleased by his inadvertent assistance.
That night in bed, her poor husband couldn't sleep.
"I have a tummy ache, Myrt," he whimpered.
Tummy? What grown man said 'tummy'?
"Must be something you ate," she said, rolling away from him so he wouldn't see her grin.
* * *
The following night, she made his evening tea with its special ingredient. She did this every day afterward. After a week, Norm began complaining that his vision was blurry.
Myrtle told him to get new glasses.
Then she upped the rat poison to one teaspoon.
This went on for just over a month―until the night Norman Murphy did something phenomenal. He dropped dead.
Actually, it wasn't so much a drop, more like a crash. And a splatter.
It happened while she was sitting on the couch, watching House. Norm went into the kitchen and brought back a pitcher of orange juice. He was standing right in front of her, about to set it on the coffee table, when he let out a tortured groan. The pitcher flew out of his hands and juice erupted into the air.
Unfortunately, Myrtle wore it. From the top of her head, down to her toes.
"For heaven's sake!" she sputtered. "Watch what you're―"
Norm hit the floor. He slid, face-first, until he rested at her feet.
"Norm?"
He didn't move.
She prodded him with her foot. "Hey, get up."
Still no movement.
That's when it hit her.
Norm was dead.
She cocked her juice-drenched head to the side, watching him for a long moment. She'd always wondered if she'd regret her actions, feel sorry for him, miss him, maybe even feel guilty.
"Nope," she said to his lifeless body. "Nothing."
With a shrug, she set to work on cleaning up the mess he'd made.
"Can't have a stain on the floor," she muttered. "Now can we?"
After all, it was Norm who always told her that if there was a mess in the house he expected her to take care of it. Right away.
It took almost an hour to get her husband wrapped up in an old tarp and drag him into the garage. It took another hour to clean up the orange juice and bleach the floor. After that, Myrtle had a leisurely shower, whistling all the while. Then she changed into a more practical outfit―black pants, a black turtleneck sweater and black leather gloves. She was tempted to wear Norm's black ski mask, but figured that might be overkill.
Since she'd made Norm take back the sports car the day after he brought it home, she had to settle for either his old Honda or her Mazda. Panting and straining, she inched his tarp-covered body into the trunk of the Honda. Better his car than hers.
"Shoulda gone on a diet, Norm."
With a final grunt, she heaved him into the trunk, crammed his legs inside and tossed a shovel in beside him. Letting out a satisfied sigh, she closed the trunk and drove half a mile out of the city. Finally, she veered off down a country lane, then pulled over.
Under a pitch black, starless midnight sky, she began to dig. Thankfully, the ground was soft, newly plowed. When the hole was deep enough, she opened the tarp and rolled Norm's body toward the edge.
"Dust to dust," she said. "Et cetera, et cetera."
She shoved him into the pit.
Norm hit the bottom with a soft thump. He landed face up, his eyes staring blindly at the sky. His left arm was bent, half-covering his chest, and one leg was twisted under him. His jumbled pose made him look like a puppet that had lost its strings.
She tossed the tarp into the grave.
An hour later, the puppet was buried.
* * *
That was almost two months ago. Now here she was, sitting at the kitchen table, scouring the classified section of the Edmonton Sun. She had to consider employment ads because Norm, the old coot, had forgotten to renew his life insurance policy. She should've checked into that before she decided to get rid of him.
"That was a grave error on your part, Myrtle." She doubled over in a fit of laughter. "Oh my, you're punny."
Suddenly, the doorbell rang.
With a huge grin on her face, she opened the door.
A white-haired woman in antiquated cats-eye glasses stood on the porch, looking as though she'd just stepped out of Vogue.
Myrtle recognized her immediately and her smile faded.
"Mother Murphy. What brings you to town?"
"I'm looking for Norman," her mother-in-law said, peering down the aquiline tip of her nose. "He hasn't called me in weeks. That's not like him."
She pushed past Myrtle and strode into the living room, her regal head swiveling back and forth as her piercing blue eyes took in every speck of dust. "Where is he?"
"He went camping with the boys." It was the first thing that came to mind.
"Camping?" Mother Murphy's lips pursed in disapproval. "When will he be back?"
Myrtle gritted her teeth. "I'm not sure. Would you like to sit for a few minutes before you head back?"
Her mother-in-law gave her the look. The one that said her son had married a moron.
"Of course I'd like to sit. Do you think I'd drive all this way just to stand here? It was a four-hour drive, in rush hour traffic, and only to find out that my son has gone…camping, of all things."
They settled in the living room, Mother Murphy in the armchair and Myrtle on the couch. For a long moment they simply watched each other. Myrtle knew the old woman was sizing her up. It's what she'd always done, ever since Norm had brought his fiancé to meet his mother.
"I wanted to let Norman know I've updated my will," her mother-in-law said finally.
Well, that was a shock. And it must have been written all over Myrtle's face because the woman continued. "Wadsworth died, and since I can no longer leave my money to my dearly departed cat, I've made Norman my beneficiary."
"Good for him."
"Of course, he probably won't see anything for a few more years. My doctor says I'm in tiptop shape." Mother Murphy gave her a chilly smile. "You probably won't see much of it anyway. I'm sure Norman will want to buy a new car, since you made him give his last one back." She leaned forward. "I never could understand why he married you. You're so…common."
Myrtle bristled. "Common? Your son's a plumber, for crying out loud. Not the royal heir to the throne." Her eyes narrowed. "Unless it's a toilet."
Her mother-in-law gasped, one hand raised to her throat. "Myrtle! I'm appalled." She raised her chin in defiance. "I will be speaking to Norman about this."
Myrtle hid a grin. "You do that. I don't care."
"Well, you should care," the old woman threatened. "I am his mother after all. He listens to me."
"He didn't when you told him not to marry me."
The old woman stood slowly. "I best be getting back before my neighbors wonder where I've gone."
"Didn't you tell them?" Myrtle asked, surprised.
Her mother-in-law was usually very meticulous at letting her neighbors know when she'd be gone for more than an hour. The woman was always so petrified that she'd get stuck somewhere and poor Wadsworth―a miserable, unpredictable Siamese―wouldn't get fed on time.
Correction, Myrtle. A miserable, unpredictable and now dead Siamese.
"I completely forgot to tell them," Mother Murphy admitted. "I was worried that something had happened to Norman. I know you don't look after him. He told me how you refused to wash his clothes or make his favorite meals." Her eyes iced over. "And how you watch soap operas all day."
At first, Myrtle said nothing. She was too busy trying to remember if there was another tarp in the garage.
She took her mother-in-law's arm and steered her back toward the living room.
"What are you doing?" the old woman demanded. "Let go of me!"
"You should rest a bit longer," Myrtle said. "You look exhausted."
"Do I?" Mother Murphy touched her face. "Perhaps I should rest. It has been a long drive. And talking to you is enough to exhaust anyone."
Myrtle smiled with saccharine sweetness. "How about I make you a nice cup of tea?"
The Death of an Old Cow
(Myrtle Murphy Mystery #2)
Myrtle Murphy had everything she wanted out of life―except her damned mother-in-law was still breathing. And that wasn't part of the plan. The bitch should have keeled over after drinking the three cups of tea laced with arsenic. Instead, she was passed out on the couch―snoring, of all things. And alive.
Myrtle scowled. The nerve of her!
The white-haired woman in her antiquated cats-eye glasses no longer looked like she had stepped out of Vogue. More like a commercial for Wrinkle-Away. Her face sagged, each crevice threatening to suck in both the foundation and blush she had caked on that morning. Her mouth was parted slightly, and every now and then she choked on a snore, her body jerking from lack of oxygen.
Myrtle shook her head in frustration. "Mother Murphy, what am I going to do with you?"
The woman had come looking for her son, but Myrtle had laid him to rest two months earlier. Permanently. Norman was buried in the woods, fertilizer for the voracious plants around him. He'd always said he had a green thumb.
"He hasn't called me in weeks," Mother Murphy had said when she had arrived hours ago. "That's not like him."
Myrtle had lied, told her mother-in-law that Norman had gone camping with his friends―the "boys". When Mother Murphy mentioned that she had changed her will and made Norman her beneficiary since her mangy Siamese cat Wadsworth had died, Myrtle's mind started churning. And when the witch of a woman started in on her, calling her "common", Myrtle knew there was only one thing to do.
"How about I make you a nice cup of tea?" she had suggested.
Her mother-in-law had peered over her glasses as if Myrtle were a bug that needed to be squashed with her Gucci heel. Then she lifted her imperious chins and settled onto the sofa.
"Make it extra sweet," she commanded.
* * *
"Three cups," Myrtle muttered. "With enough of my secret ingredient to put down a cow."
She scowled at the woman. Then on impulse, she reached over and pulled the bobby pins from the woman's salon hairdo. For good measure, she mussed it up with both hands.
Myrtle stood back to admire her handiwork.
"There. You look lovely, dahling."
She had a good mind to get a tube of red lipstick and pull a Bette Davis.
Mommy Dearest.
"Now, what the hell am I going to do with you?"
She glanced at her watch. It was getting late.
The phone rang.
"Myrt, it's Harry. Is Norm back from his trip yet?"
It came out like: Myrt, is Sarry. Snorm back from strip yet?
Harry was one of the boys, and Norman's best friend. They had played football in college together. Harry called every week, usually drunk and slurring his words. Tonight was no different.
"You there, Myrtie?" he slurred. "Thought ya said he's coming back this week."
"He had to go visit his mother," Myrtle snapped. "She's sick."
She stared at the woman lying unconscious on the couch.
"Maybe dying even," she added, smiling.
"Well," Harry drawled as if it were a two-syllable word, "us boys are going to the old Morris farm and we wanted Norm to come with us."
"It's almost midnight, for God's sake," Myrtle snapped. "What the hell are you going to do out there at this time of night?"
"We's goin' cow tippin'" she heard Frank Burgess yell. Frank was Harry's twin brother and just as irritating.
Cow tipping?
Myrtle rolled her eyes and stared at the phone in her hand. Norm's friends were a waste of―
She glanced at the old woman lying on the couch and a smile crept across her face.
"The old Morris farm is just off Highway 14, right?" she asked.
Harry cleared his throat. "Yeah. Just let Norm know. We're getting Morris back for the stunt he played on Norm at the golf course. Okay, Myrtie?"
"Sure. I'll call him at his mother's." She hung up.
Standford Morris had been the bane of Norm's existence. A month ago at the annual senior's golf tournament, Stan had rigged the brakes on Norm's golf cart. Norm had ended up in the lake. He had always wanted to get Stan back.
An idea teased at the edge of her mind.
Her eyes widened. "Cow tipping?"
In the garage there was one vinyl tarp left, the one Norm had used to cover his sports car. She retrieved it and quickly spread it out on the floor near the couch. Then she unceremoniously rolled Mother Murphy off the edge. The woman landed with a thud, let out a soft groan, then continued her snoring. Even after Myrtle rolled her in the tarp, she remained unconscious.
Myrtle prodded the tarp with her toe, wishing she could just roll her out to the middle of the street and leave her there. But that wouldn't do. Like Norm, there had to be no evidence leading back to her.
Hunched forward, she grabbed the tarp and heaved it, stepping backwards bit by bit. By the time she reached the garage door she was covered in sweat.
"You certainly weigh a lot, Mother Murphy. You're just a fat old cow."
Straightening, she chuckled and brushed her limp bangs from her forehead. Then she continued to haul the tarp-covered body down the three steps to the garage.
Thunk, thunk, thunk!
Her mother-in-law would have a headache…if she ever woke up.
Resting for a moment, Myrtle leaned against the car, considering her idea. If it worked, the police would never suspect her. They'd have other suspects to question.
Another ten minutes and Mother Murphy was securely dumped into the trunk of Norm's car. Then Myrtle set off toward Highway 14.
* * *
"Ah, I see you guys," she murmured as she killed the headlights and slowed the car to a crawl.
Under a pitch-black, moonless sky, she passed by the dirt road where Harry had parked his car. Up ahead, another dirt road was unimpeded by parked vehicles so she pulled off and stopped the car. A quick reconnaissance of the area showed that the boys were still in Harry's car, probably polishing off a case of Old Milwaukee. Small red lights flickered inside. The boys were smoking up a storm, and she guessed they weren't all cigarettes.
"Let's go for a walk, Mother."
She popped the trunk and hefted the tarp over the side. It slid to the hard, dry ground. Grabbing the edge, she began pulling it into the field, pausing every now and then to catch her breath.
She had worn Norm's old gum boots, and although they were far too big, she figured the treads would never lead the police to her door. They'd be looking for a man with size eleven boots. And she'd be sure to dispose of them on her way home.
She stopped suddenly and held her breath.
A motionless shadow blocked her way.
It took her a moment to realize it was a blasted cow. The only cow in the field.
Perfect!
She positioned Mother Murphy alongside the sleeping cow, careful not to make any sudden moves or sounds. Even the old bat was agreeably quiet, her snoring disappearing altogether. Myrtle was tempted to unroll the tarp. Maybe her mother-in-law had suffocated.
A door slammed.
Crouching low, she peered under the cow's belly, her eyes seeking the car.
Harry, Frank and two other men moved stealthily across the field.
Time to move, Myrtle.
As she moved away and headed into the bushes, she glanced back. There was a bare hump in the grass where Mother Murphy lay sleeping. The cow stood stock-still next to her.
From the vantage point of the bushes, Myrtle could barely contain her glee. The boys were loaded. They'd never notice the tarp, even if they tripped over it.
She heard faint snickers. Then someone shushed the others.
After that everything happened in slow motion. It was almost like she'd been teleported back to the last college football game, where Harry had scored the winning touchdown. In a single fluid movement, the four beefy men ran at the cow, their arms stretched, making no sounds. Until they hit the cow.
Thwack!
"Tackle!" Harry shouted.
In the same instant, the cow went down, waking suddenly and letting out a startled moo. But the momentum of the men toppled it and the cow hit the ground―and the tarp containing Mother Murphy―with a sickening splat that seemed to reverberate through the night.
The men cackled with intoxicated amusement.
"Let's get outta here," Frank slurred. "My shoes are covered in shit."
"Gawd almighty," Frank said. "Can't believe we did it."
"Yeah, that old cow must be deader than ground beef," one of the other men said.
Myrtle stifled a laugh, then sneaked back to her car.
On the ride home, she couldn't help but think of that last comment.
"That old cow must be deader than ground beef," she mimicked. "Yep, she sure must be."
Myrtle Murphy had only two things left to do. She'd dump the gum boots in a trash bin on the way home. And she'd pick up a cheeseburger at Burger King. She had a sudden craving for beef.
Maid of Dishonor
(Myrtle Murphy Mystery #3)
Myrtle Murphy thought she had everything out of life, like a dead husband buried in the woods and a mother-in-law thankfully flattened by a sleeping cow. However, she began to feel rather lonely. After all, now that Norm was gone, the house was deathly quiet. So quiet that even her breathing seemed to echo down the hallway of the dreary two-story Victorian home. And there was an emptiness that pervaded each room, as if every molecule of oxygen had been vaporized and replaced with a void of stale, shadowed nothingness.
Like a tomb, Myrtle thought one day. And there's no Harrison Ford coming to my rescue.
It was time to do something about it.
She picked up the phone and carefully flicked through the Rolodex.
No telling who's in here.
Her hand paused suddenly. "Rick Ferelli? Well, lordy, how did that get in here?"
She plucked out the small rectangular card and squinted. She recognized Norm's handwriting immediately. But what the hell was he doing with her sister's ex-husband's phone number?
Good God, did Norm find out what I did?
Her wrinkled hand crept to her throat as she recalled the catastrophe that was her sister's wedding day thirty-five years ago…
* * *
"Are you ready yet, Myrtle Anne?" her mother shouted, pounding on the bathroom door. "You know, other people could use the mirror more than you."
Myrtle adjusted the blue satin dress and twirled in the mirror, admiring her new hairdo. Turning her head to examine her profile, she couldn't help but notice how closely she resembled Eliza, her sister. Eliza was getting married in a few hours, and thank God she had the brains to order decent dresses for her bridesmaids and maid of honor.
"I should've been her maid of honor," she muttered.
Myrtle was still hurt by the fact that Eliza had chosen her best friend for the highest honor. How could Eliza do this to her?
"Always a bridesmaid," Myrtle said to her reflection.
Just that morning, her mother had warned her that she'd better hurry up and get married if she wanted children. She'd just turned twenty-six. A spinster, by her mother's terms.
"For crying out loud, your sister who is six years younger than you is getting married before you. What's wrong with you, Myrtle Anne? Why can't you find a man?"
Myrtle frowned in the mirror. I did find a man, Mother.
Unfortunately, Eliza had beaten her to him.
Rick…
Ricardo Ferelli was a young legal assistant when Myrtle had first met him. Tall, handsome, with a mind bent on a career as an attorney, he had all the qualities she was looking for. They'd gone out for six months when he finally convinced her to invite him to dinner at her family home in Sherwood Park. Her mother had been more than thrilled.
So was Myrtle. Things were looking serious. She'd finally found her man―until Rick set eyes on Eliza.
Although Ricardo Ferelli had swept into both of their lives, he'd been swept out of Myrtle's faster than she could say "I do." In fact, she never even had the chance to contemplate those words. Eliza would be saying them instead.
Myrtle glanced at her watch. It was nearing 7:00 PM.
Almost time to leave for the church.
She emerged from the bathroom, ignored her mother and headed downstairs. From the top step, she could see a small group of women standing in the living room. Eliza was in the center, all bride-like and glowing in her form-fitting, white satin wedding dress with the tiny diamonds on the bodice. Beside her stood Stephanie, her maid of honor and best friend.
Myrtle's face transformed into a hardened mask of anger and jealousy. Eliza, you traitor! Resentment boiled with each step, threatening to erupt like a bad case of acid reflux. In that moment, she didn't know who she hated more, Stephanie or her own sister.
"Myrtle!" her sister exclaimed over the loud music. "I was wondering where you were."
Like you really care, Myrtle wanted to say.
She glared at Stephanie. "How come everyone's inside?"
Eliza pouted, something she was very good at. "It's raining."
Myrtle glanced out the window. Sure enough, a light drizzle watered the yard and disturbed the dark surface of the barely visible swimming pool.
"Your mom forgot to buy new bulbs for the outdoor lights," Stephanie said. "If it wasn't raining we'd have drinks by the pool before the wedding."
Myrtle's brow arched. "Looks like you've already had a few."
Stephanie gave her an overstretched smile. "One glass of wine."
Eliza grabbed Myrtle's arm and dragged her into an alcove. "What are you doing? This is my wedding day."
"Yes, it is." But it should have been mine!
"Look, Myrt, you told me you understood when I told you I wanted Stephanie to be my maid of honor. She's my best friend."
I understand that you're thoughtless. "I do understand. I just don't like her." At Eliza's shocked expression Myrtle added, "So sue me."
Thankfully, their mother interrupted them. "We're popping open a bottle of champagne in the kitchen." She took Eliza's arm and whisked her away.
Myrtle hung back, tempted to ditch the wedding and head for a bar where she could get seriously drunk.
"Where is everyone?" Stephanie asked.
Myrtle eyed her for a moment, then shrugged. "Don't know."
"Can you tell your sister I'm moving my car to the grocery store parking lot out front?" Stephanie pulled her car keys from a silver handbag. "I'm in the alley and I don't want to be towed."
"It's dark out there. I'll come with you."
In hindsight, if Myrtle had paused to think about her unusual offer, she would have realized that a plan had started to percolate.
* * *
Myrtle snuck a peek in the foyer mirror. A strand of hair was dislodged and she tucked it back behind a hairpin.
"We're getting ready to go," her mother told her. "I'll take Aunt Lucy and the bridesmaids. You're okay to drive your sister and Stephanie?"
"Of course. I only had a rum and Coke." Hold the Coke.
Myrtle helped Eliza into the backseat.
"Where's Stephanie?"
Myrtle shrugged. "She said something about her car."
"What do you mean? She's parked out back."
"I know," Myrtle said. "She had her keys out. She must have thought there wasn't enough room."
Eliza blew out a breath of relief. "So she's meeting us at the church." She laughed. "For a minute I was worried."
"Yeah, can't have a missing maid of honor, now can we?"
Eliza shook her head. Then she took Myrtle's hand. "I'm so glad you understand, sis. I didn't want you mad at me on my wedding day."
Myrtle painted on a smile. "Now why would I be mad at you?"
She was about to close the car door, when her sister let out a loud gasp. "My dress!"
Eliza hauled in handfuls of fabric just in time.
Myrtle swore beneath her breath.
* * *
"Where can she be?" Eliza asked for the millionth time. Her voice crackled with unshed tears. "She should have been here before us."
"I'm sure Stephanie will be here any minute, dear," their mother said, stroking Eliza's arm.
Everyone was in a panic over Stephanie. Everyone, that is, except for Myrtle. She played the concerned sister and called Stephanie's number on her cell phone. She even left messages.
"Stephanie, it's Myrtle. We're all at the church. Where are you?"
Eliza moaned. "What am I going to do, Mom? She's my maid of honor."
"Maybe she's here but doesn't know what room we're in. I'll go check, dear."
Myrtle watched their mother scurry off in the direction of the church entrance.
"Oh, Myrtle," Eliza wailed. "Stephanie was supposed to help me get ready."
Myrtle turned her toward the floor length mirror. "I think I did a pretty good job."
"Tell me what Stephanie said to you again."
Myrtle let out an irritated sigh. "She had her keys in her hand and said she was going out to her car. I thought she was driving here."
"And Mom checked the alley?"
"That's what she said. And there was no sign of Stephanie's car."
A tear trickled down her sister's face. "Then where is she?"
"Maybe she stopped off at her boyfriend's house."
Eliza's mouth opened, then closed. "She doesn't have a boyfriend."
"Maybe she went to a pub for a few more drinks," Myrtle said, her voice hardening.
"She wouldn't do that." Her sister stared up at her. "Why do you always have to be so mean? Stephanie's never done anything to you."
Myrtle clamped her lips tight. No, nothing except take my place as your maid of honor.
"Look, Eliza, I have no idea why your best friend would go traipsing off somewhere when she knows you're getting married." Myrtle glanced at her watch, "You're already twenty minutes late."
"I can't get married without Stephanie!"
"Of course you can. Rick's waiting for you." And you wouldn't want to keep him waiting.
"You're right," her sister said between her tears. She turned back to the mirror. "Now help me fix my makeup. I want to be perfect for Rickie."
"Rickie?" Good God.
In the mirror, Eliza's eyes widened. "Shh, don't tell him I told you. I'm the only one who calls him that."
"Maybe because he's a grown man."
"No, silly. It's his special name." Eliza lowered her voice to a whisper. "You know, for when we do it."
Suddenly, Myrtle was slammed with a terrible image, an image of Eliza wrapped in Rick's strong arms as they made love. The acid reflux that had boiled earlier rose to the back of her throat. She grabbed her throat, coaxing it back down, but not before contemplating spewing fiery black acid all over her sister's pure white dress.
"I know," Eliza said with a giggle. "Too much information."
In reply, Myrtle cinched in the ties at the back of Eliza's dress.
"That's a little tight, sis. I can barely breathe."
Don't tempt me, dear sister.
Their mother waltzed into the room. "It's time!" She gave Myrtle a quick peck on the cheek, then wrapped her arms around Eliza. "My baby's getting married."
Eliza smiled brightly. "Oh, Mom. I'm not a baby anymore."
The three of them bustled out of the room, Myrtle taking up the rear, while Eliza and their mother held hands and giggled like school kids. Myrtle scowled and took an extra long stride, stepping on the train of Eliza's dress.
"Be careful, Myrtle!" their mother scolded. "You don't want to ruin Eliza's beautiful dress."
Maybe I do, Mother.
The pastor hurried toward them. "Are you all set?"
Eliza took a deep breath. "My maid of honor isn't here yet."
"That's a shame," the pastor said. "We're just going to have to start without her." He smiled, oblivious to Eliza's distress. "At least the bride and groom are here."
"Can't we wait another half hour?" Eliza begged.
The pastor gave her an apologetic smile. "We're already late, my dear. I have an appointment in another hour." He glanced at Myrtle. "I'm sure your sister wouldn't mind standing in as your maid of honor."
His comment made Myrtle grin. "Of course I can stand in for Stephanie," she said, as if it hadn't crossed her mind. "Come on, Eliza. It's time for you to get married."
* * *
The wedding ceremony went smoothly. Myrtle had stood beside her sister, held the bride's lush bouquet, and whispered the vows while smiling into the eyes of the groom.
The bastard never even noticed her.
That's when Myrtle came up with another plan.
Once the reception at the Holiday Inn was underway and everyone was feeling the effects of too much champagne, she slipped a note in Rick's tuxedo pocket. Fifteen minutes later, she saw him pull it out, read it, then smirk with glee.
He gave his bride a wink, then headed toward the bar.
Rushing towards her sister, Myrtle said, "I think I saw Stephanie's car in the parking lot."
Eliza's eyes lit up. "Really?"
Myrtle nodded. "I'm pretty sure it's hers."
Eliza bunched up the sides of her dress and hurried from the reception hall. Across the room, Rick grinned.
Within seconds, Myrtle was running to the elevator, a room key card in hand. She'd taken it from her sister's purse earlier in the evening.
Inside room 403, she briefly took in the honeymoon suite with its heart-shaped bed, chilled champagne, red roses and chocolate covered strawberries. Then she stripped naked. Hanging her dress up in the closet, she turned off all the lights and slid between the silky sheets.
Anticipation teased her body until she was ready to explode.
Finally, she heard a card slide in the door. It opened, silhouetting Rick's tall frame for a second. He quickly shut the door.
"Lizzie, you're a wicked girl," Rick's shadow said in the dark. "When I got your note telling me you would be waiting for me here in the dark, I thought, 'What would your mother think?' He chuckled. "Then I realized I didn't care. I want to make love to you until you scream, my lovely wife."
Sounds of clothes being tossed on the chair were followed by movement on the bed. In a flash, hot hands slid over Myrtle's body. She bit her lip to keep from moaning.
"Lizzie…"
Rick's tongue slid into her mouth. She ravenously kissed him back. It had been a long time since she'd had sex. Over a year. He'd been the last one…her only one.
"Rickie," she whispered against his mouth.
His fingers danced down her body, sending shivers of excitement through her veins. Then his lips trailed butterfly kisses down her neck to her breasts.
Would he notice she was smaller than her sister?
No, poor Rickie didn't notice a thing.
Not even later when she cried out in ecstasy.
Afterward, Rick dressed in the dark, just as she'd instructed him in her note. He kissed her lips. "I'll see you downstairs, my love."
As soon as the door closed behind him, Myrtle let out a heavy breath. Good God, the man could screw. She could've gone another round.
Stretching like a cat, she giggled. "Happy wedding night, Rick."
She dressed slowly, as if in a dream, then left the honeymoon suite, feeling more bride-like than she could ever imagine. Plucking a chocolate strawberry from the platter, she bit into it and moaned with pleasure. It was almost as delicious as the orgasm Rick had given her.
Almost.
The elevator took her down to the lobby level. She entered the reception hall just in time to see Rick crossing the room. A sea of wedding guests parted and there was Lizzie in all her bridal glory stepping inside through the exit door to the parking lot.
Rick lurched to a stop. He glanced around the room, a look of horror plastered on his face. Myrtle could almost hear his thoughts. What was Lizzie doing outside? Wait! She couldn't have made it downstairs before me. I left first. His horrified expression turned sickly. Oh my God. What have I done? Who was that upstairs?
Myrtle took a step forward, then paused when Rick's gaze found hers. The smile she gave him started slowly, two tugs on the corners of her mouth. It then grew into a wide, knowing smile.
Thanks, Rick.
His face now paler than a corpse, he approached her, every expression churning in his dark eyes. Regret, sorrow, anger, fear.
It was the latter that made Myrtle laugh out loud.
Rick reached her. "What have you done?"
She batted her eyes at him. "I have no idea what you're talking about." With that, she whirled away, heading toward her sister.
"Myrtle, can you believe it?" Eliza said, flashing her rings. "I'm married."
"Let's hope you can stay married," Myrtle muttered.
"How can you say that?"
"You know men. They're fickle to the core."
Almost as fickle as my sister.
"Not Rick," Eliza argued. "He's loyal to the core. He'd never cheat on me."
Myrtle glanced over her shoulder. Rick was a few steps away, but by the look on his face, he'd caught Eliza's declaration.
"Never, Eliza?" she said, grinning. "You know what they say. Never say never."
"Where have you been?" Eliza asked her new husband.
"I, uh…" Rick glared at Myrtle. "I have to go ask your mother something. I'll be right back."
"We're going to talk about this," Rick whispered as he passed by.
Myrtle didn't know if he meant they'd talk or he'd talk with Eliza. Either way it didn't matter to her. What's done is done. She wouldn't take back a minute of Rick's body on hers, inside her, for anything.
"I couldn't find Stephanie anywhere," Eliza said, tugging on her arm.
"I'm sorry, sis. I thought it was her. Hasn't she called you?"
Eliza shook her head.
"Did you call her?"
"At least a half dozen times," Eliza said. "I think something's happened to her."
"You mean like she got in a car accident or something?"
Eliza nodded. "Or got a flat tire. And maybe her cell is dead. She always forgets to charge it. And she probably left all her credit cards at home, since everything was free tonight. She never likes to carry a heavy purse." She paused. "I never did thank you, Myrtle, for stepping in as my maid of honor."
"My pleasure." Myrtle awkwardly patted her sister's shoulder, hoping it resembled something a concerned sister would do. "I'm sure your real maid of honor will turn up today or tomorrow.
* * *
Stephanie did turn up, just as Myrtle had predicted.
The morning after Eliza's wedding, their mother had taken her morning tea and toast outside. She planned on having breakfast while sitting in her favorite wicker chair near the pool. Breakfast, however, was put on hold so she could call 911 and report the dead body floating in her swimming pool.
"You should have seen S-Stephanie," she sobbed to Myrtle and Eliza. "The poor girl must have slipped and hit her head on the edge of the pool." Sob. "Then her lovely maid of honor dress weighted her down."
"The poor girl indeed," Myrtle said, shaking her head slowly.
It took a lot of composure to not burst out laughing.
* * *
Myrtle Murphy was known for her calm composure and demeanor in the face of adversity. This ability had come in handy over the years. It had gotten her through a terrible marriage, and her husband's untimely disappearance. The police still hadn't found his body. It had even gotten her through dealing with Mother Murphy, a grand matriarch with a firm handshake and a weakness for tea.
She stared now at the small piece of paper in her hand.
Rick Ferelli. Her sister's ex-husband, now turned attorney.
She dialed the number.
"Harrington and Ferelli Divorce Attorneys," the receptionist said.
So that was it. Norm had wanted a divorce.
Myrtle smiled. "Sneaky bugger. But I beat him to it."
Yes, nothing says divorce like tea laced with rat poison and a midnight burial out in the country.
Atrophy
Aggie was stuffed.
She was so full that she couldn't digest even a single thought.
Homer stroked her hair lovingly while she stared at him, speechless. Her mouth stretched into a slight smile and he leaned forward, gently kissing her lips.
"Happy anniversary, honey. You're the love of my life, Aggie. Always have been, always will."
When a tear trickled from her eye, he wiped it away with a tissue.
"I'm not very good at this, but I want you to know that you look almost as lovely as the day we met."
* * *
In the summer of 1968, Homer Duggan's life changed forever at the Klondike Days fairgrounds in Edmonton. That was the year he had met Agnes McFadden.
Aggie.
She was in line ahead of him, her long coppery hair covered with wisps of pink cotton candy. Noticing the sticky mess, Homer reached out a scrawny hand and plucked at her hair.
"Hey!" Aggie scowled, outraged that some tall, skinny kid with freckles splayed across his nose would have the audacity to touch her.
Homer grinned. "Well, aren't you a sweet thing?"
Over the summer he followed her everywhere. He was in love. Well, as in love as any sixteen year old could be. Aggie was his dream girl, and he knew they were meant to be together…forever.
When she finally gave in and rewarded him with a date, Homer was in ecstasy. Two days later, Aggie―with hair the color of a shiny new penny and eyes as blue as the cloudless sky―became his girlfriend. A week after his nineteenth birthday he married her.
"I'll love you forever," Aggie whispered that first night.
The next morning Homer told her that he refused to have children. He loved her so much that he didn't want to share her with anyone. Aggie reluctantly agreed, and their life together was perfect.
* * *
Until last month, when Matthew Patterson moved in next door.
Homer took a steadying breath.
"It's all Patterson's fault, Aggie."
He leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. Some things just had to be said, he realized. Hell, if their relationship didn't have honesty and trust, how could they possibly last?
"For better or worse, Aggie. That's what you promised. Remember?"
When she stubbornly refused to answer, he crossed his arms and glared back at her.
"If it wasn't for Matthew Patterson, none of us would be in this predicament."
Ten years younger than Homer, Patterson operated a business out of his basement. People would drop by at all hours of the day or night, carrying large packages that they left behind.
At first, Aggie and Homer suspected he was a drug dealer. Then late one night, Homer saw Patterson carrying a garbage bag out to the curb. He decided to investigate, and what he found made his stomach heave.
Immediately stomping over to Patterson's door, he pounded furiously until the man opened it.
"Homer? What are you do―"
"Explain this!" Homer growled, shoving the bag in the man's hands.
Patterson stared at it, uncomprehending. Then a slow smile crept across his face.
"What the hell's so funny?" Homer demanded.
"You must be wondering if I've slaughtered someone in here," Patterson said with a chuckle. "I can assure you, it's all quite innocent. Come inside."
Homer shuddered as he entered the pitch-black house. An unpleasant, coppery chemical smell lingered in the air. It reminded him of a hospital.
He paused at the basement door, suddenly terrified. "W-what's down there?"
"Follow me. I'll show you my masterpiece."
In the basement, Patterson flicked on a light, and Homer saw two worktables lining one wall. Over twenty glass jars were neatly labeled and stored on a nearby shelf. But it was the thing in the corner that made his heart skip a beat.
A large Doberman sat upright on the floor, its tongue lolling lifelessly to one side.
"H-he's dead!" Homer sputtered.
"Rejuvenated," Patterson corrected as he tenderly stroked the dog's shiny coat. "I'm a Pet Rejuvenator. What you found in that garbage bag came from Mrs. O'Brien's dog. Max was hit by a car yesterday."
He explained how he had preserved the dog by draining the fluids, removing its organs, then filling the body with material to maintain its shape.
Homer had to admit that the dog was mesmerizing. Almost lifelike.
"But why?"
Patterson smiled. "I'm like GE. I bring good things to life. Mrs. O'Brien told me she'd wither away to nothing if she was left alone. She couldn't stand to be separated from Max. He was all she had left. Lots of people feel that way about their loved ones."
Homer left Patterson's house feeling slightly relieved.
When he told Aggie about their neighbor's strange business, she shrugged. "He's not doing anything illegal."
Nothing illegal, maybe. But was it right?
* * *
Homer swallowed hard.
"I should have known something was up when you started staying out late, playing cards with the girls."
He knew that she was going to deny it, so he shushed her. "There's no point in lying to me. Not now. I saw you go into his house."
He had confronted Patterson four days ago, knowing without a doubt that his neighbor had been messing with his wife. The man actually had the nerve to deny it, to say that it wasn't what Homer thought.
"You were sleeping with him, Aggie. And you were going to leave me for him."
Homer's throat began to burn as his anger simmered.
"Do you want him now?" he sneered, turning Aggie's head toward her lover.
Matthew Patterson's twisted atrophied body was a nightmare.
It was obscenely fastened to the basement wall with hooks and long spikes. The man's motionless eyes stared at them, unseeing. His temple was caked with crusted skin and congealed blood, and the stench of death oozed from every pore.
Almost perfect, Homer thought.
Except Patterson's stomach was deflated and he looked…dead.
"Practice makes perfect," he muttered. "I tried to remember what he showed me. I should have paid better attention when he did Max."
Of course, having a body kicking and screaming on the worktable didn't make it easy. Homer had to take a hammer to the man's head, knock him out a bit and tie him up with duct tape.
Red Green would be proud!
"I'll do a better job with you, Aggie. I promise."
He smiled at her. A trophy bride.
Aggie was stuffed. And almost completely drained. Tears poured from her horrified eyes and she made raspy mewing sounds that grew fainter with each dying breath. Her deceitful mouth was glued shut, but a few pieces of stuffing had escaped.
"I'll have to clip these," he murmured. "I'll glue your eyes shut too, my love. So your tears won't ruin your makeup."
Suddenly the doorbell rang.
Hurrying upstairs, Homer was greeted by a young courier who was holding a small box. Perplexed, he signed for the package and brought it inside. He opened it slowly, then wheezed in a gulp of air.
A stuffed squirrel was nestled in the bottom of the box.
A card was attached to it. It read:
My dearest Homer,
Matthew found Rocky stuck in the tree. He was dead.
I know you loved watching and feeding little Rocky so I had Matthew stuff him for you.
Happy anniversary and all my love.
Forever yours,
Aggie.
Homer sucked in a breath and struggled to slow his hammering heart.
Forever was a very long time.
Picture Perfect
When my sister, Belle, vanished back in 1956, I lost more than you could possibly imagine. And in the last fifty years, I've never told anyone what I saw. That summer day, I lost a part of my family, a piece of my heart…and I think I lost my soul as well.
* * *
In 1956, on the morning of the Calgary Summer Carnival, my baby sister and I were so giddy with excitement that our mother threatened to ground us for bad behavior. There's no worse punishment on the face of this earth than being left behind on Summer Carnival day.
Well, maybe there's one worse thing.
That morning, in the front seat of my father's pickup truck, we were crammed together like cattle at an auction. Some of the stuffing in the seat had escaped, but my father made a half-hearted attempt at fixing it by placing strips of black tape across its gaping wounds. Black tape, however, couldn't fix the broken windshield. It had rock chips in it the size of plum pits. A long spidery crack ran across the passenger side in front of me, cutting the trees and road in half. I had visions of the windshield breaking and driving sharp pieces of glass into us.
"Caroline, you have such an awful imagination," my mother scolded me when I told her my fear. "Why can't ya be more like Belle? She's not worryin'. Are ya, baby?"
Belle, in her new blue dress, patted my arm and then smiled up at our mother. "It's gonna be a perfect day."
I glared at my sister. Traitor!
Pouting all the way to town, I refused to even look at Belle. I plotted all the terrible things I would do to her―like make her eat candy until she puked. I'd make Belle pay. Somehow.
Upon reaching the Summer Carnival grounds, the truck lurched to a stop and dropped us in the middle of the parking lot. The scorching sun beamed down on us, and I swear we could have fried eggs and sausages on that road.
My father's heavy hand clamped down upon the top of my head. In his other hand, he held out three dollars.
"You watch your sister now," he said sternly. "Me an' your ma have to talk to somebody about some hay, so Belle's your responsibility. You hear me, girl?"
Belle's always my responsibility, I wanted to say. But being only eleven years old, I didn't have the courage.
So I nodded and snatched the money before he changed his mind. And then I spent the entire morning following my sister around the carnival grounds. She picked the rides we went on and the treats we ate. Everything was about Belle, and by lunch, I was tired of it.
Midway through the afternoon, I had a strange feeling. It felt like hungry eyes were watching us―devouring us. Every now and then, I made Belle stop walking, just so I could peer into the crowd. Faces came and went, but I saw nothing out of the ordinary. No one was paying any attention to us.
Or so I thought.
By suppertime, the feeling that we were being watched was so intense that I was sure I'd be sick. I tried to ignore the strange uneasiness tugging at the pit of my stomach. But it was impossible. I could feel a storm brewing. Yet, when I looked up at the sky, there wasn't a cloud in sight.
Belle's easy laughter caught my attention and I turned to watch her while she rode the Spinning Tops. After the ride was over, I followed her to the candy store, unable to take my gaze off her sparkling eyes and cherry-pink smile.
I had always been envious of Belle―with her long, blond, sun-kissed hair and sky-blue eyes. At five years old, my sister was the apple of my father's eye. And according to my mother, you could have made a whole pie out of her. I, on the other hand, was a 'plain Jane', as my father often reminded me. I was cursed with dirt-brown hair and my eyes were the color of ripe manure sizzling on the pavement. I'd never be the apple of anyone's eye.
When we reached the candy store, a woman behind the counter gave Belle a lollipop. I had to pay for mine, but my sister's was free.
"Because you're just so pretty and sweet," the woman told Belle. "An angel from Heaven, if I ever did see one."
She squinted at me, shook her head slowly and then looked back at Belle. I could almost hear the woman's thoughts. That poor, plain child. How could she possibly be related to this little beauty?
Barely concealing my jealousy, I pulled Belle out of the store. Outside, I plucked sticky cotton candy from her hair. Then I gave her an angry shove and watched her trip in the tall grass. When she picked herself off the ground, her brand-new dress was ripped and stained.
I almost laughed.
"Follow me," I said, heading down the wood-planked sidewalk.
I don't know why, but I felt such an irrepressible desire to hurry. Years later, I made myself believe that Destiny had called us. I told myself it was Fate―laughing and mocking me―that had thrown us like windblown corn seed into an old building at the end of the street.
Grandpa's Tymeless Fotos.
Inside the wooden framed building, brass oil lanterns cast eerie shadows on the rough pine walls. Deep burgundy and sapphire-blue curtains hung heavily on two walls, while black and white pictures lined the third. Some of the pictures were charcoal drawings. But most were somber, yellowed photographs of another time―another era. In every photograph, the women all wore fancy dresses that dragged on the ground. In the foreground of each picture, a bearded black-eyed man leaned in the doorway or against a post outside the buildings. Not one person smiled.
"Picture…perfect," a gravely voice said behind us.
I whipped around, startled.
An old white-haired man stepped from behind the burgundy curtain. He wore clothes like the people in the photographs and looked like no Grandpa I'd ever seen. He patted my sister on the head, and before I could say a word, he handed her an Orange Twist―my favorite candy―and Belle greedily plopped it in her mouth.
"Belle!" I protested. "We're not supposed to take anything from strangers."
Holding my head high and proud, I scowled at the old man. "Mister, you shouldn't be givin' candy to children when you don't know 'em."
His black, beady eyes twisted my heart with their intensity and turned it into ice.
I nudged Belle. "Let's get out—"
"Caroline!" the old man interrupted. "Dontcha want yer picture taken?"
I wondered for a moment how he knew my name. I was going to ask him, but Belle slipped her gooey hand into mine.
"Please, Caroline?" she begged. "A perfect day, remember?"
Sighing with resignation, I realized that we weren't leaving until my sister had her picture taken. After all, what Belle wanted, Belle always got.
I snuck a peek at the old man.
He nodded. Then he smiled―if you could call it a smile.
Quickly, I grabbed two dresses from a rusted metal rack. One dress was made of pink satin and lace. The other was heavy pine-green brocade. I was not surprised when Belle picked the satin dress. Closing the changing room door behind us, I slipped the brocade fabric over my head. The heavy cloth smothered me like a second skin and I itched to remove it. Instead, I pulled on a matching hat with lopsided purple plumes. Then I stared at my reflection in the mottled mirror.
If my parents could see me now.
"Look at me!" my sister pouted.
When I glanced over my shoulder, I drew in a sharp breath. Belle was a princess with her pink dress and pink hat. A pretty, angelic princess.
"You look…perfect," I said, turning back to my miserable reflection.
Scowling in the mirror, I realized just how ridiculous I looked―especially next to my baby sister. Belle was Beauty…while I was the Beast.
"We best be gettin' this over with," I muttered.
As we followed the old man, he began coughing violently. When he opened his mouth, I saw rotted gums―yellowish-black with decay―and a single gold tooth. His breath was putrid, as if something had crawled up inside of him…and died. When he rested his clawed hands on my shoulders, I flinched and a shiver of fear slithered up my spine.
Whose Grandpa was he, anyway?
The old man grinned―a devilish grin―and his gold tooth gleamed.
"You git to choose, Caroline," he said, pointing to the burgundy curtain. "Behine here, you'll git yer heart's desire. A picture worth more'n a thousand words. A perfect picture."
I nodded, unable to speak a word.
"But behine here," he continued, pointing to the blue curtain. "You'll git whatcha always git."
I was confused by his words. What did he mean?
"Choose!" he urged.
So, I chose my heart's desire―whatever that was.
A choking laugh erupted from deep within the old man, and the air suddenly reeked of dirty diapers and stale beer.
Suddenly I was scared―terrified I had made the wrong choice.
"Absolutely perfect," the old man whispered, opening the burgundy curtain.
A life-size photograph of Calgary, taken decades ago when the city was nothing more than a dirty cowboy town, was mounted on the wall behind the curtain. In it, a crowd of women gathered on a street corner. They all wore dresses like the ones Belle and I were wearing. The picture was so detailed that I could see jagged scars on their faces and fearful apprehension in their eyes. They seemed to be pleading with the photographer, while they avoided looking at the bearded, black-eyed man who stood stiffly in front, his arms folded across his chest and a gun gripped in one hand.
I was mesmerized by the gun.
Until the old man belched and broke the spell.
"You have a special place," he said, eyeing Belle and licking his cracked lips.
He positioned my sister next to the man in the photograph―the man with the gun.
Rubbing his hands together, the old man smirked. "You're up in front, Caroline."
I was stunned. It was the first time in my life that I ever stood in front of Belle―the first time that I was center stage.
I couldn't resist throwing a smug smile Belle's way. I kept my tongue in check, fearful that it would escape. Then I smiled boldly into the camera, and a strange surge of energy charged through my body. The flash blinded me for a moment and I was completely disoriented.
"Pick up yer picture in an hour," the old man said.
Without a word, I paid him. Then I turned to my sister. "Let's go, Belle."
A tidal wave of relief swept over me as I pushed her out the door and across the field.
"Here, Caroline," she whispered. "I snitched it for ya."
Her hand was feverishly hot as she handed me something―an Orange Twist.
I hugged her so tight that I could feel the beating of her heart and my jealousy melted into a sudden realization. I loved my sister. Ashamed, I leaned close to her ear to tell her just how much I loved her.
But then something terrible happened.
"Caroline?"
The fear in her voice sent shivers down my spine and I began to sense her drifting away somehow.
"Belle, I―"
"Caroline!"
Pulling away, I looked at her and gasped.
My sister was slowly disintegrating before my eyes. One moment she was solid and warm. The next, she slipped through my fingers like tiny grains of sand. Her body became transparent and I could see right through it. Her face flickered before me and her voice grew distant, barely there.
"Caroline, what's happenin' to me?"
Then my beautiful and perfect sister vanished.
Terrified, I stumbled back to Grandpa's Tymeless Fotos but the building was completely empty. Even the old man was gone. At first glance, the only things that remained were the burgundy curtain and the wall-sized picture. Then something caught my eye.
I slowly inched forward and retrieved a scrap of paper from the floor. It was a small photograph. A picture of me standing center stage―alone. There were no people in the background.
And no Belle.
Praying that my sister would reappear, I stared at the picture on the wall behind the burgundy curtain―the one with the women standing at the street corner.
Then I saw her.
Belle stared back at me from the wall. Her eyes pleaded with me to save her, while the man with the gun gripped her arm tightly.
Screaming until I was hoarse, I raced from that shop as if the devil himself was on my heels―the devil with one gold tooth. For a year, I couldn't speak a word out loud. It was as if my voice had vanished along with Belle.
* * *
I never told a soul about that day. Until now. I can't tell you what really happened, but I can tell you one thing―I miss my sister something fierce. Every year, I've gone back to those fairgrounds during Summer Carnival. Every year, I pray that I'll find Belle. But every time I go, there's no sign of her―or the old man from Grandpa's Tymeless Fotos.
Once, though, I caught sight of a young man taking pictures of children. He must have been about nineteen. When I passed by him, he gave me an evil grin.
That's when I saw it.
A familiar golden tooth.
More than a photograph was taken the day my sister disappeared. Some cultures believe a photograph steals a part of you―traps your soul forever in its picture perfect world. Some people believe the devil takes your soul.
I know they're right.
Sweet Dreams
I always hated camping—the strange lurking noises in the woods, the bloodsucking mosquitoes that voraciously drilled for blood…the thin canvas of a tent that could be so easily slashed by a bear. Then there were the shadows, pervasive and malignant, hovering in every corner. Of course, peeing in the woods wasn't my idea of a good time either.
When Justin, my husband, decided we were going on a camping trip with three other couples, I groaned and whined like an errant child. But I knew that I couldn't escape fate. So reluctantly I packed up our tents, sleeping bags and Coleman coolers stoked with more beer than food. Then we headed for the mountains and Lac de Rëverie.
Justin told me that meant Lake of Dreaming.
During the monotonous drive our newest friends, Margie and Burton, were ensnared in a deadly lip-lock. After ten minutes I avoided glancing over my shoulder and decided that they just weren't interested in the antique store we passed. Or the three elk grazing in the ditch. And Margie and Burton certainly didn't give a hoot about the dead skunk lying in the middle of the road.
For a fraction of a second I thought about interrupting their spit-swapping contest.
Instead, I slept.
* * *
It was pitch black when we arrived at Lac de Rëverie. Carol, my dearest friend who was already on to her third husband, Philippe, had arrived an hour ahead of us. Philippe, the Italian Stallion with long black hair, was busy chopping wood. I caught a glimmer of his axe illuminated by the light of five lanterns. A small fire crackled and sputtered off to one side where Carol had arranged some folding chairs.
I confiscated one and sat down.
"Wanna beer, Lexie?" Justin asked me, his new sapphire earring sparkling in the left ear.
I shook my head. I was feeling fuzzy enough without any alcohol.
"We'll be back in half an hour," Burton said with a wink. "Gonna test the temperature of the water." His grinning mouth returned to suck the air out of Margie. Strangely, she didn't seem to mind.
I suddenly pictured them skinny-dipping in the mist-shrouded lake.
Yuck! So much for spending the weekend swimming!
A van lurched to a stop by our car. Dylan Hunt and his girlfriend, Blond-Bimbo, got out. Okay, I'll admit that's not her real name, but that's what we called her. The woman's name kept changing along with her face but Dylan, my husband's boss, always managed to find a replacement that was unbelievably dumber than the last.
"Blond-Bimbo's going to break her ankle," Carol snorted in my ear.
We stared at the woman who thought three-inch spiked heels were a trendy fashion statement in the B.C. mountains.
"Dyl, honey, can you get me some wine?" Blond-Bimbo simpered. She stumbled toward a padded chair. "I'm parched."
Dyl Honey immediately stopped setting up their tent and pulled out a bottle of wine from a cooler. He passed the woman the wine and a corkscrew, and Carol and I had to look away for fear we'd burst out laughing when the woman stared, uncomprehending, at the alien metal object. When we glanced back, Blond-Bimbo was trying to hammer the corkscrew through the metal wrapper.
Carol nudged me with her elbow. "Now isn't she a keeper?"
Snickering quietly, I grabbed two flashlights and whispered, "I have to pee."
When Carol looked at me with that 'why are you telling me' look, I shoved a flashlight into her hand. "You're coming with me. I'm not going into these spooky old woods alone. God only knows what's lurking out there."
"Whooooooo," Carol moaned, doing an Academy Award-winning ghost impression.
It freaked the hell out of me.
Peering behind us as we followed a trail, I watched Joseph toss a log on the fire and then sit down next to Blond-Bimbo. He was laughing at something the woman had said. My fingers curled reflexively as the wildcat in me scratched to the surface.
"Oh, Lexie," my best friend said, patting my shoulder. "Don't worry about her. Justin isn't interested in airheads."
Swallowing hard, I realized Carol was right. Justin and I had been married for six years. Our marriage was strong.
Wasn't it?
"Go pee." Carol pointed to a tall cedar. Then she sat down on a wood stump.
I disappeared around the wide trunk of the tree, wedged my flashlight between some branches and squatted, praying to God that I wouldn't topple over. Although my bladder was full, I couldn't seem to relax enough to do anything.
Come on. Pee, damnit!
"So tell me more about Margie and Ben," Carol hollered after a minute.
"Burton," I corrected.
"So?" she prodded.
"Margie and Burton moved in down the road. Two months ago. They're nice enough people."
I heard Carol grunt. "Yeah, for a couple of leeches."
I laughed. "You should have been in the car for the ride up here. You wouldn't have been able to pry them apart with a crowbar. They were stuck together like Crazy Glue. I haven't seen anything like it since high school. And when they did come up for air―which was maybe once―they whispered stuff to each other like, 'you're the one, baby' and 'it's all for you, lover'. Oh my God! You should have been there, Carol."
"Why do men feel that they have to impress the boss?" I muttered, on a rampage. "I mean, Justin is a great employee. He works late, fills in when they call him and then invites the big boss to come camping with us. And he makes me find two other unfortunate couples to beg to come with us." I paused for a moment. "Sorry."
When my friend didn't answer, I realized she was probably miffed at me. I had led her to believe that the camping trip was more for the four of us―that Dylan, Blond-Bimbo, Margie and Burton were just last minute add-ons.
I stopped talking as a sudden rush of hot liquid poured onto the ground. When it veered off and began trickling down my right leg, I swore. "Oh, shit! I just peed on myself, Carol. Now I'm going to have to change my jeans. Who the hell decided to go camping anyway?" Without waiting for her answer, I snorted. "Oh, yeah. It was my darling husband."
Justin, I'm gonna kill ya!
"I mean, it was Justin's bright idea to come out here. I personally can't wait until the weekend is over. No offense, Carol. I really would have loved to have done something with just you and Philippe. You've been married for two weeks and I haven't exchanged two paragraphs with Philippe. In fact, let's make plans to do something next weekend—just the four of us."
Silence greeted me.
"What do you think?" I called out. The only response I got was the nervous chattering from invisible night birds that perched somewhere overhead.
Digging into my pocket for some tissue, I came up empty. Some kind of camper I was! Embarrassed, I hung my head, even though no one could see me.
"Carol? I need some toilet paper. Did you bring some?"
My best friend didn't answer me. Was she pissed off?
"Okay, this isn't funny," I whined. "I need some paper―Kleenex―anything."
Something crackled in the bushes to my left. When I turned sharply I lost my balance and one hand slid into the soil. The ground was damp and warm. Fresh pee does that.
"Shit!" Well, technically it was urine, but shit is what I muttered. "Carol?"
My friend was gone. She had left me stranded, alone in the heart-gripping darkness. I hastily pulled up my jeans, feeling a cold patch on the inside left thigh. Cursing under my breath, I stepped out onto the path.
Snnap!
In the dead calm of night it sounded like a gunshot, although I realized it was probably just a tree branch. I moved cautiously along the path.
Crrraack!
Abruptly, the night birds stopped twittering.
That's when I knew that something was coming for me. I could feel it.
A golden glimmer of light trickled through the trees and wound its way between and around the thick dense brush. As the light sinuously surrounded thick tree trunks and lush branches, every leaf and flower fell to the forest ground.
My heart pounded as the light moved closer, caressing the tree behind me. Frozen with fear, I held my breath and waited for the light to disintegrate my skin, but the eerie glow vanished as quickly as it had appeared. It was maybe fifteen minutes before I could make my legs stop trembling and force them to move forward.
Carol wasn't going to be forgiven for leaving me behind. Not for a long while. And if I ever found out that it had been Justin or one of the others out there with a flashlight…
When I reached the campsite, I stared in disbelief. The vehicles were parked by the side, the tents were pitched a few yards from the fire, and the chairs were empty. Philippe's axe glistened when my flashlight cut a path across its blade. It lay abandoned in the grass—an unusual thing for Philippe to do. Justin's beer can was jammed into the chair's cup holder. The tab hadn't even been pulled. Carol's sweater lay on the ground, trampled with dirt, moss and wine.
My stomach heaved and I struggled for air.
Everyone was gone.
"Justin?"
Nobody answered me. The only sound I heard was the oversized cooking pot boiling over. Philippe had been making stew. I peeked under the lid, partly from curiosity and partly to let the steam vent.
That's when I saw it.
At the surface of the meaty stew, a sapphire earring sparkled―still attached to Justin's ear.
"Juuuuustiiiiin!" I shrieked, feeling the air rush from my lungs. I fainted and hit the ground, hard.
* * *
I awoke abruptly as the air around me lurched to a stop.
Opening my eyes I saw that I was in the car. And Justin was driving.
"Sweet dreams?" he whispered with a smile, his earring dancing in the moonlight.
I smiled. They are now.
Relieved, I closed my eyes again. It had all been a nasty dream. My heart settled into a happy pitter-patter.
"We're here," he said a moment later.
It was pitch black but a light flickered over a sign. Lac de Rëverie.
Carol, my dearest friend, greeted me at the campsite. When I saw Philippe, the Italian Stallion with long black hair, busily chopping wood, I gasped. I caught a glimmer of his axe, illuminated by the light of five lanterns. A small fire crackled and sputtered off to one side where Carol had arranged some folding chairs.
My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. Confused and disoriented, I confiscated a chair and sat down.
What the fu―?
"Wanna beer?" Justin asked, interrupting my thoughts.
I shook my head. I was feeling fuzzy enough without any alcohol.
"Gonna test the temperature of the water," Burton said with a wink. His grinning mouth returned to suck the air out of Margie. Strangely, she didn't seem to mind.
Philippe's eyes narrowed as he watched them, and he licked his lips. "I'll get some meat for a stew." He walked off toward Lac de Rëverie, the axe slicing through the air with each step.
"We'll be back in half an hour," Margie called out.
Catching a glimmer of golden light swirling around Philippe's axe, I shivered.
"To sleep, perchance to dream," I whispered, awaiting my inescapable fate…my destiny.
Separation Anxiety
Last night I was viciously tortured and tormented.
It began with a piercing howl that shattered the barren calm of night. When I awoke, I fervently prayed that whoever was making the godawful noise would just shut up.
Then I realized that it was I making that horrific sound.
My tormentors lurked in the shadows. I watched with eyes bulging as they approached, their droning conversation mesmerizing me. I screamed, terrified, as they descended upon me. They covered my body, their hairy fingers reaching, grasping, pinching me…
* * *
Waking abruptly from my nightmarish sleep, I struggled desperately to steady my erratic breathing. Inhaling a breath of air, I pried open my sleep-glued eyes. Confused and disoriented, I sensed that something was very, very wrong.
A void of darkness surrounded me―a heavy blanket of fear.
Every night for the past three days I have been haunted by the same harrowing nightmare. Strangers pursued me. Hundreds of them swarmed around me. I could feel them torturing my body with exquisite anguish―those faceless creatures of the night.
I hate dreaming!
I heard strangled sobs―an infant dying to be held, dying to be loved.
Struggling against the smooth coolness of satin sheets, I sighed heavily with frustration. Will I ever get a full night's sleep?
Nothingness enveloped me like a leather glove―slick and cool against my skin. I reached a tentative hand to my forehead. Massaging its icy surface, I could feel faint electrical impulses course along my temple. How cold I felt!
The baby's cries grew more persistent.
I must get up and feed him. Perhaps then he'll go back to sleep.
My hand groped forward, reaching for the lamp on my bedside table. Then it paused in mid-air―paralyzed. Inexplicably I yanked my hand back, frightened of touching something hideous…something other than the lamp.
"Waa!" the baby screamed.
Why doesn't Joseph go get him?
Opening my eyes cautiously, I peered into the pitch-black obscurity of night. Not even a sliver of moonlight shone through the opaque blinds of our bedroom.
How could Joseph sleep through this ruckus?
I peered into the void yet could not discern one solitary object. In fact, the room seemed devoid of anything substantial. Empty.
I must feed the baby.
Buzz…
A vaguely familiar buzzing sound interrupted my thoughts. As the irritating noise hummed closer, my hands clenched the satin sheets.
Buzzzz…
Then I heard voices, muffled and droning. I stretched tiredly, my aching muscles rebelling against the sudden movement.
Without warning, a narrow crack of light appeared along the ceiling.
A car passing by on the street outside?
My baby wailed again―his ragged sobs undulating like whitecaps on a raging sea.
I must get up.
Rolling reluctantly to one side, my forehead cracked against something unyielding.
Damn! What the hell?
I apprehensively stretched upwards, clawing at the air around me. My fingers grazed along a wall―a wall that should not be there.
When did Joseph move the bed against the wall? We've always had it in the middle of our bedroom.
Panic constricted my dehydrated throat and I edged closer to the left side, only to come up against another solid mass. A convulsive chill swept through me as I noticed that the droning buzz was just outside these walls. My fingers groped blindly above my head, encountering an unimaginable punishment―the nightmare of all nightmares. There was something peculiar above my head―a ceiling.
Oh my God! I am trapped in a box!
I blinked unblinkingly in disbelief as vague comprehension trickled through my oxygen-deprived brain and light teasingly flickered through the cracks above me. My blue-tinged lips whispered a silent plea. My ragged fingernails bit into my palms. All this, yet I felt nothing.
Suddenly, an intense light shot daggers into my eyes. I saw faces―too many to count. They were all staring sorrowfully at me, tearfully whispering my name.
"Good-bye, Maddy," their collective voices murmur.
Good-bye? Am I going somewhere?
Then my husband's face appeared. He raised one hand and lashed out at something in the air.
Joseph? What's going on?
He ignored me. Darling, irritating Joseph was sobbing.
There's no reason to cry, Joseph, my love.
My gaze traveled across the strange box that encompassed me and I realized that I was dead wrong. There was a reason to cry…and scream.
I was in a coffin.
Is this some practical joke? I'm not dead.
"Goodbye, Maddy," Joseph moaned.
Listen to me, Joseph. I'M NOT DEAD!
"At least now you'll be with our son," Joseph whispered in my ear.
Our son?
He caressed my frigid cheek, leaned down and kissed my lips.
Wait, Joseph! What happened to the baby?
Somewhere a wailing baby drifted into oblivion.
Then I remembered…
Our baby was dead!
* * *
I remembered finding his unconscious body in the crib. He had reacted violently to a single bee sting. It had triggered a deadly allergic reaction with the devastating force of a nuclear weapon. His tiny, frail body could not defend itself against the lethal invasion. The bee's poison had attacked each cell, replicating its infection and swarming into his lungs.
Sobbing and wailing incessantly, I had rocked him in my arms, watching helplessly as my poor baby's head swelled grotesquely. Ten minutes before the paramedics arrived, his respiration had ceased with a final droning hiss of breath. My beloved baby who had only breathed our polluted air for three days had died from the bee's venom.
I always believed that payback was the sweetest form of revenge.
Mad with grief, I hunted down the buzzing sound that dared me to destroy its malignancy. Its owner―a plump Queen bee. I chased that bee-atch all over the house with a fly swatter. Yet, she escaped, laughing and droning triumphantly.
"Go ahead, you murderous bitch. Make my day!" I had screamed at her.
Cackling hysterically, I finally crushed that stupid bitch, her guts splattering all over my kitchen window. One minute she had been buzzing defiantly―the next, I had silenced her forever.
Then a weird thing happened.
While I was cleaning her remains from the glass, I noticed another bee outside. It hovered furtively, witnessing every move I made. I knew then that it was one of the Queen's loyal workers. A shiver of trepidation slithered up my back as I locked eyes with that bee. Then it flew off and I released a titanic sigh of relief.
* * *
A sympathetic voice jostled me back to the present, followed closely by the sibilant sound of doom.
"I'll miss you, Madeleine," my mother wept, choking on my name. Her lips kissed my cosmetic-coated face. "What a terrible way to die."
"Yes," Joseph agreed, his handsome face wavering before me.
Then he shook his head in disbelief. "It was horrifying. Who would ever have thought that a swarm of bees would attack a human being like that? Maddy was completely covered―only her eyes were left untouched. It was almost as if they wanted her to watch, to see what they were doing to her."
Oh God!
Memories of burning pain sliced through my mind. I remembered the heat of their bodies engulfing me in a jacket of gold and black fuzz. I had staggered with arms flailing, trying to dislodge the ungodly hoard attached to my already bloating body. I could still hear their deafening roar. It was like standing at the edge of a railroad while a locomotive endlessly whizzed by.
"The bastards!" Joseph muttered. "I'd like to kill the whole bloody hive."
"At least Maddy is not suffering anymore," my mother rasped.
I screamed silently as Joseph's hand caressed the coffin lid. Panic gripped my mindless body and my stomach rebelled, churning bloodlessly. I fought against a tide of nausea, although my body was physically empty.
But I'm still alive! Aren't I? How could I see or hear any of you if I wasn't?
Comprehension dawned and I realized that my soul still lingered. Too many things had been left undone―unsaid. I could no longer move anything but my soul's eyes. I was hearing through my soul's ears.
But I, Madeleine Anne Decker, was dead.
What the hell is that godawful noise?
BUZZ…
* * *
I gasped airlessly when a diminishing ray of light grazed across a sinister specter.
The worker bee was inside my coffin―its feathery legs whispering closer to my face.
Get it out! Don't close the lid!
I cursed my motionless lips.
As the coffin lid firmly closed, I was trapped with the endless buzzing of vengeance. I could feel the bee's microscopic legs tickling my cheek, tormenting me as he made his way furtively across my face. When he reached my nose, his droning hum vibrated forcefully, shattering the cartilage under my skin.
I sensed his thoughts, his desire for revenge…for justice. I had irreverently murdered his Queen―his mother. I had, in essence, ripped her asunder and torn her from her family. And he had returned the favor.
The coffin rocked slightly.
I was being lowered into the decaying, musty earth, and soon I heard the muffled sound of dirt being packed on top, surrounding and severing me from all that I loved…separating me from Life.
Separation from those you love is torture. There is no worse torment than to be ripped apart from those you hold most dear. It is a terror of the soul. Nothing can compare to the pounding of your heart, extreme breathlessness and the endless aching that you feel.
BUZZZZ…
The worker bee flew into my left nostril and Death swarmed into my icy corpse, claiming my unrepentant soul for all eternity.
I should have asked for the strength to forgive and for forgiveness for my own sin. I realized that now. Instead, I hungered for revenge and feasted on the annihilation of a Queen. Together, we had created a vicious circle of death, and all because I had thirsted for payback.
I had always believed that payback was the sweetest form of revenge.
I realize now…I was wrong―dead wrong.
Payback can also bee…murder!
The Car
I'm looking scary right now, with my leftover eye-makeup smeared under my eyes. The seams of the saggy bags under them betray my lack of sleep. I didn't get to slip away into a peaceful sleep like the rest of you probably did last night. Instead I got to call 911.
Twice.
And before you freak out and wonder who had a heart attack, it wasn't like that. Well...not really.
It all started when Royale, the most wonderful guard dog of all, began barking at two this morning and wouldn't shut up. So Marc, my hero, went to see why. He told me later he had heard voices. Not that kind of voices...real ones! He looked out our side windows, then the front ones. Royale, our fluffy white miniature American Eskimo killer watchdog, continued barking and growling.
Then Marc saw someone run across the street, stop in the middle, look both ways then run back towards our house. That's when he saw the shadows hiding behind the neighbor's gate.
By this time I was thinking that my hero needed backup, so I crawled out of bed and went to see what he was doing. I was shocked when he told me there were kids outside. I looked out the window and saw them huddling by the gate. Six―count 'em―six teens, probably no more than fifteen years old, were wandering the streets of Edmonton at 2:00 a.m. They were hiding in my neighbor's back yard.
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