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Prologue

The Scars from Other People’s Wars

 


1976

 


The five-year-old boy in the passenger seat of
the speeding blue hatchback fixed his gaze on the raindrops as they
spattered the windshield and were quickly erased by the wipers only
to reappear and be erased again.

As the car passed beneath a streetlight, the boy
noticed that the drops fell diagonally to the right. Though the
radio’s volume was low, the windshield wipers moved almost
precisely in time to the steady beat of the music yet the rhythm
did little to soothe the boy’s distress. He turned his head
slightly to the left, just enough to glance at the man behind the
wheel.

Danny Masenda sensed his father’s mounting
anxiety, watched as the man nervously ran a chubby hand through his
receding black hair, listened as he muttered under his breath, and
shrank away as he pounded the edge of the steering wheel with his
fist, apparently oblivious to Danny’s terrified gaze.

With fear welling up somewhere in his stomach,
Danny turned his attention back to the diagonal rain and wondered
simply, why?

 


Earlier in the evening, Aunt Maureen had stopped
by his father’s apartment with a birthday gift for Danny. She was
one of the few adults that he was always happy to see. It seemed
that all of the others were always arguing with each other for
reasons that he didn’t understand.

No sooner had Danny opened his new toy, a police
car almost as long as his arm, than his father told him to take it
outside on the patio so he and Aunt Maureen could talk. A few
minutes later, their discussion became heated and loud enough for
Danny to overhear through the open screen door.

“You shouldn’t have done it in the first place,
Gary!” Aunt Maureen shouted. Danny froze. She had a loud voice even
when she talked normally. He’d never heard her angry before and it
scared him. “You don’t use your kids as pawns to get—”

“Don’t fuckin’ lecture me! I don’t want to hear
it! Theresa is sick in the head, she can’t be talked to and she
can’t be reasoned with. I’m glad she’s scared now! Let her worry!
The bitch has it coming.“I’ll be almost completely broke after this
fuckin’ divorce. Look at this place! After everything I worked for,
all I can afford now is this one bedroom shithole. Between the
alimony and child support, I’ll barely scrape by! I made almost
nothing from selling the damn house!”

“And none of that was Danny’s fault, was it?”
Maureen countered. “This is not his battle. Your son deserves
better than this, for Christ’s sake!”

Gary sighed. “You know what, Maureen? I didn’t
even want any damn kids. It was her idea, not mine.”

“Oh, that’s a great attitude, Gary. If dad were
alive to hear that, he’d knock your head off.”

“Yeah, well, he ain’t around and I’m sick of
arguing with you about this.”

“You’re sick of arguing?” Maureen
repeated furiously. “You used us! You used mom, my daughter, and
me. You lied to us when you said that Theresa let you take Danny
for the entire month while she moved back to Baltimore. So, of
course, we were all too happy to take turns watching him while you
were at work.

“What if the damn cops showed up at one of our
homes while Danny was there? We could’ve been charged with
accessory to kidnapping! Did you bother to think about that? No,
you never think about anyone but yourself. I know you better than
you know yourself, little brother. Someday maybe you’ll grow up and
realize that your thoughtlessness can have severe consequences and
not just for yourself, but for people close to you like your
son!

“How do you think Danny’s going to react someday
when he learns that you didn’t even want him or that you used him
against his mother?”

There was a moment of silence that lasted for
nearly a full minute. On the patio outside, Danny had begun to get
a vague understanding of why his father and aunt were arguing. For
some reason, he wasn’t supposed to be here. His mom was looking for
him—with the cops!

Danny looked down at the blue and white plastic
police car. As he pushed it along the concrete, he envisioned
himself in the back seat, being driven away from his dad. It didn’t
make sense. Mom and Dad lived together in a big house! Maybe Dad
was just here on vacation like when he rented that cabin in Maine
last summer and took Danny fishing.

Yet somehow this didn’t feel the same, just the
opposite in fact. That’s when Danny started to get nervous. He
abandoned the toy car and sat with his back against the wall beside
the screen door, staying just out of sight from inside the
apartment. There was a dull ache forming in the pit of his stomach.
It was a familiar pain, one that happened almost every time he got
scared.

No, this was nothing at all like last
summer.

When Gary finally spoke again, his tone was
resigned. “Okay, fine, I’m sorry. You’re right, Maureen. The only
thing on my mind was getting back at her and I think I’m starting
to regret it now. I’ll apologize to mom when this is all over.”

“It ends tonight,” his sister said emphatically.
“That’s what I came here to tell you. I talked with Theresa and she
assured me that if you bring Danny home by ten o’clock tonight, she
won’t press charges and she won’t tell her lawyer. It’ll be like it
never happened. She’s giving you a chance, Gary. If I were you, I’d
take it.”

 


The repetitive clicking of a turn signal brought
Danny’s thoughts back to the present. The rain had stopped and now
there were a lot more streetlights lining the road leading off of
the highway. His father had stopped talking to himself and didn’t
seem so angry now. As such, Danny gathered up enough courage to
speak, though his tone was timid.

“Where’re we goin’?”

“I’m taking you home to your mother.”

“But I want to stay with you…”

“You can’t stay with me!” his father snapped.
“Do you want your daddy to go to jail?!”

“But why?” Danny screamed back in panic
as tears ran down his face.

With a sigh, his father lowered his voice and
placed a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “Just calm down, buddy, you’re
going to be okay. Nothing to worry about.”

Staring up at the streetlights as they passed
one by one brought Danny some comfort. Bright spots in the darkness
allayed his fears, if only partially. His dad told him that he was
going home.

Danny remembered their house, the long hallway
leading from the living room to his bedroom where he used to run
with his hobbyhorse and push his toy fire truck along a pretend
street. The backyard that seemed as large as a football field,
where he would kick his soccer ball and fly his red kite.

“Is Mane going to be there?” Danny asked quietly
though he dreaded the likely answer.

“Uh, no,” his dad replied distractedly. “Mane
won’t be there. Sorry.”

Mane was the neighbor’s collie that always stuck
his snout through the chain link fence between their yards so that
Danny could pet him. They named him Mane because the fur around his
entire head resembled a lion’s mane. Danny had seen a lion at the
zoo once, and on TV. He liked the collie better. Danny remembered
how soft his fur was.

Soft like his mother’s hair when she would pick
him up and he put his arms around her. Suddenly, Danny recalled
sitting beside her on the floor of their empty living room. He had
wondered why everything was gone but hadn’t asked. The front door
had been left wide open, letting in the afternoon sunlight. Danny
had been playing with an airplane, Snoopy the Flying Ace. His
mother had said that they were waiting for his daddy to pick him up
for the weekend.

It seemed so long ago now. Fleetingly, he hoped
that at least the cartoon beagle would be waiting for him at home
even if the collie wouldn’t. Somehow, he knew that he would never
see that house again. Wherever his dad was taking him tonight,
Danny decided that it was a place he did not want to go.

 


Filling the living room of a modest Baltimore
row home, the family of Theresa Quinn-Masenda gathered in
anticipation of her son’s return. The men, including her father
Vaughn and two brothers, Paul and Kurt, were more than eager for
Gary’s arrival. It took every ounce of dissuasive reasoning from
Theresa and her mother, Carolyn, to keep them at bay.

“You should’ve had the bastard arrested,” Paul
snarled in his bass voice, repeatedly punching his open left palm
with his right fist. Though his thin, lanky build gave him a meek
and almost frail appearance, he had a reputation for a quick temper
and surprising strength.

From the storm door that overlooked the front
porch, Theresa turned to address her older brother, long brown hair
framing her soft jaw line. “I want to handle this quietly. The
divorce already put me through enough. Besides, I don’t want Danny
to have a father in jail.”

“He was never a father to begin with!” Vaughn
snapped. A few years ago, the elder man would have been the tallest
among them. Though his white hair had thinned and his shoulders
slouched with age, his ire remained as fierce as it had been in his
youth. “Do you really think he did this to spend more time with his
son?” He’s just—”

“I know why he did this!” Theresa cut him
off, her voice turning shrill. “I’m not stupid and I’m not a child
so stop talking down to me. I’ve had enough of that from you over
the years!” Taking a deep breath, she collected herself before
continuing. “Now I’m asking you guys, please don’t go near Gary
when he shows up and don’t threaten him. In fact, keep quiet
unless he provokes you, which he won’t. Last thing I want is to
give the neighbors a show. When he gets here, I’ll go out alone to
get Danny. Are we clear?”

Reluctantly, all three men agreed.

“Fine,” Kurt chimed in. “But he should lose his
visitation rights for this.”

Vaughn looked at his watch. “He’s already forty
minutes late. Do you really trust him to be here?”

“Why, are you in a hurry?” Carolyn gibed. She
stood beside her daughter at the front door. If Theresa ever
wondered what she would look like at the age of fifty-eight, she
need look no further than her mother. The difference in their
appearances was marked only by years. When Theresa was in her
twenties, she and Carolyn were often mistaken for sisters.

“This is your grandson,” she reminded her
husband. “We wait.”

The tone of her voice served to quiet any
further complaints. “Besides, I think the answer to your question
just pulled up across the street.” She looked at Theresa. “It
figures he’d make you walk across the road to get Danny out of the
car.”

“Of course! He knows we’re all here! He’s too
scared to park in front of the house,” Vaughn remarked.

Everyone moved to the windows as Theresa sighed
and stepped out onto the porch, all composure a façade, and slowly
made her way across the street to Gary’s car. Without hesitation,
she opened the passenger door and unbuckled Danny’s seat belt.
Exchanging no words with Gary, she pulled the boy from the car with
a little more force than intended.

No longer upset, Danny shot one last mournful
glance at Gary before looking around in a silent daze at the
unfamiliar surroundings. Theresa had moved into the neighborhood
during her son’s absence. Thus, she knew that this was the first
time he would see his new home. Clutching his hand, Theresa hurried
him across the street and onto the porch where her mother greeted
them and took Danny inside.

“Can you handle him?” Carolyn nodded toward
Gary, who remained behind the wheel of his car.

“No problem,” her daughter replied in a low
voice.

Returning to the car, Theresa stepped around the
front to the driver’s side where the window was rolled down and the
radio played softly. Refusing to look at his ex-wife, Gary
spitefully fixed his gaze forward.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Theresa
snarled. “What were you trying to accomplish other than pissing me
off? Kidnapping is a federal crime, jackass. If you ever pull this
again, I will put you in jail.”

Gary muttered under his breath, something that
sounded like fuck you, for which he was met with a slap
across the face.

At that, he threw the car door open and leapt
from the vehicle. “Bitch, I’ll knock you—”

“There are three guys in the house just lined up
to beat the shit out of you so please, do something stupid.
Remember the last time you hit me? I slammed a vase across the side
of your head. Exactly how many stitches did you need? Try it now
and you’ll be leaving in a box, you fat fuck.”

Turning his head slowly, Gary risked a fleeting
look toward the house just as Theresa’s father and brothers stepped
out onto the porch, glaring directly at him.

“They won’t always be there for you,” Gary said,
just loud enough for them to hear.

“Don’t threaten me, you little pussy,” Theresa
seethed. “You’re good at beating women but piss yourself when
you’re up against a guy. You should be damn grateful that I didn’t
call the cops. I can still call my lawyer.”

“So what do you want?”

“An increase in alimony and child support. It’s
very simple, Gary, you pay me and maybe this little kidnapping
stunt of yours never happened.”

Gary paused, shaking his head. “You’re getting
enough as it is.” He climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed the
door.

“Then I’ll see you back in court.” Theresa
growled as he started the ignition.

Ignoring her, Gary turned up the radio’s volume
to deter any further discussion.

Theresa backed away from the car as it screeched
away, speeding through the stop sign at the end of the street and
turning out of sight. With a sigh, she casually made her way back
to her house. To her chagrin, she had not avoided the watchful gaze
of a few neighbors. She greeted them with a forced smile and a
brief wave, confident that they could not have possibly gathered
much from the evening’s events. The last thing Theresa needed was
the entire block knowing her personal problems.

 


Danny wasn’t entirely certain where he was. He
had a vague idea that this was to be his new home but beyond that,
he was far too nervous to think, let alone speak or move. He merely
stood in the center of the living room as Theresa’s family finally
departed. Before they left, she had thanked them for their support
despite their own recent quarrels. Danny had no idea what that
meant so he simply dismissed it.

Alone finally, Theresa closed the door with a
sigh and massaged her forehead for a moment before regarding her
son. She shook her head with an expression of disgust. This served
to heighten Danny’s apprehension to which Theresa seemed
oblivious.

“He didn’t take care of you at all!”

Exasperated, she threw up her hands at the sight
of Danny’s stained clothing and disheveled hair, its typical sandy
color darkened with sweat. He turned and caught a glimpse of
himself in the glass of the china closet in the dining room. He
looked as if he hadn’t bathed in days.

“First order of business is to get you cleaned
up.” Taking his hand, Theresa started toward the steps leading to
the bathroom. Abruptly, she halted. “Wait, stay right there.”

She hurried toward an end table and opened the
top drawer. After a minute of rifling through it, she removed a
small vinyl carry case. Opening it, she checked to ensure that the
camera was loaded with film and batteries.

“I’m going to take some pictures of you,” she
began. “But I don’t want you to smile, okay? You’re all dirty
because your daddy didn’t take care of you after he stole you from
me and I need to show some people how you looked when he brought
you home. So remember just look at me and don’t smile, okay?

“My lawyer’s gonna love this,” she muttered,
aiming the camera.

The ordeal lasted for all of three minutes, but
may as well have been all night to Danny. As the flash erupted is
his eyes, the very thought of smiling couldn’t have been further
from his mind.

 


1983

 


Home was not a place that Danny was terribly
fond of. In fact, life there was nothing short of a nightmare.

Two years ago, on his tenth birthday, his dad
had suddenly stopped coming around. He hadn’t even sent a birthday
card. Of course, this had fueled his mother’s anger toward him,
something that required no encouragement as it was. For himself,
Danny had only been mildly disappointed, mostly because he wasn’t
surprised. For months, his father’s new wife had made slow,
deliberate efforts to drive a wedge between him and his family.
During one of Danny’s last visits to their house, he had overheard
a conversation in which she urged Gary to leave his “old life”
behind because there was no room in their future for his son.

Despite his dad’s disappearance from Danny’s
life, the constant battles between Gary and Theresa had not
diminished in the least. Gary had moved at least three times in the
past seven years in an effort to evade alimony and child support
payments. Recently, Danny had been told, the courts ruled to
automatically deduct these from his father’s paycheck.

Doubtlessly, this had served to inflame Gary’s
hatred toward his ex-wife. And maybe me, too, Danny
wondered.

He understood the enormous stress that his
mother was dealing with as a single parent, let alone what Gary was
putting her through. Worse, Theresa had no more than a high school
education and had been out of work for the first five years of
Danny’s life. As such, she was hard-pressed to find full time
employment, forced to settle for part time jobs that paid barely
above minimum wage.

Which is why Danny dreaded the moment he stepped
through the front door. Hearing his mother in the kitchen, he
swiftly made for the steps and nearly reached the safety of the
second floor.

“Danny,” Theresa called from the kitchen
doorway. “I need you to go to the store.”

Lifting his right arm to scratch his opposite
shoulder, Danny slowly descended the stairs and stopped as Theresa
approached.

“What’s wrong with your shoulder?” she
asked.

“Just a little itch,” Danny replied
dismissively.

“Here,” Theresa thrust forward a grocery list
along with coupons and cash.

Danny took them with his free hand and
gracelessly shoved them into his pocket. Unfortunately, the motion
tussled his shirt just enough to reveal a section of the stain that
he was attempting to hide.

“What’s that?” Theresa frowned.

When Danny remained silent, she forced his arm
to his side to see a large mud stain. She closed her eyes and
sighed. “Is it at all possible for you to keep just one item of
clothing clean? Is that too much to ask? Half the clothes I bought
for you are ruined!”

Theresa’s voice grew louder and more shrill in
direct proportion to her temper. “This shirt cost me ten dollars!
God knows the cost of the other clothes you wrecked over the years.
When you are going to learn to take care of things?”

Theresa’s grip on Danny’s wrist had tightened
painfully but the boy was far too scared to protest. Long ago he
had learned when to keep his mouth shut.

His mother took a deep breath before continuing.
“My attorney called this morning to tell me that for the fourth
time your…father…just quit his job and moved without telling
anyone. So now we won’t be getting any more money from him until we
track him down again. Do you think I can afford to keep
buying clothes for you because of your carelessness?”

“I’m sorry,” Danny croaked. “We were
playing—”

“I don’t care!” Theresa barked. She dragged him
toward the front door. After taking back the grocery money, she
opened the storm door and shoved him onto the porch. Stumbling, he
collided into the wrought iron rail shoulder first. “If you want to
sleep in this house tonight, you owe me ten bucks.”

“I don’t have any money,” Danny replied in a low
voice.

“Well, until you do, I don’t want to see
you.”

With that she slammed the door, leaving a
panic-stricken Danny to figure out where he was going to find the
money. He was accustomed to the fear and the physical wounds that
his mother typically inflicted upon him, but this latest dilemma
was new and seemingly insurmountable.

With a fleeting glance at the neighboring homes,
he was thankful to see no one about. It was difficult to keep these
incidents private in such close quarters and he didn’t want to add
embarrassment to his day.

As he left the porch, Danny winced and massaged
his shoulder. Ironically, it was the same one that he had earlier
pretended to scratch. He started up the street aimlessly and
eventually found himself at the local playground a few blocks away.
There, he recognized the familiar face of one of his schoolmates.
Miranda Lorensen was a bright young girl with blonde hair and
sky-blue eyes.

She was propelling herself on a swing while her
mother, Karen, sat on a nearby bench engrossed in a book. Miranda
waved as Danny approached and took an adjacent swing. The girl
brought herself to a stop, digging her heels into the dirt and
kicking up a dust cloud.

“Hey, Randy,” Danny mumbled.

“Hi!” she greeted him cheerfully. “Are you
okay?”

Miranda’s blue eyes were piercing and seemed to
have an uncanny ability to detect others’ moods and emotions.
Perhaps it was Danny’s wan smile that tipped her off as well. Her
question opened the door and Danny revealed what had transpired at
home.

As soon as he finished, Miranda leapt from her
swing and ran to her mother. Alarmed, Danny called after her. After
a minute or two, Miranda waved him over as Karen tucked her book
into her purse. Inviting him to sit beside her, she questioned him
on the incident with his mother.

“Maybe we should all go to your house and I can
talk to your mom.”

Danny shook his head and started massaging his
shoulder. “If my mom finds out I told you, she’d kill me. She
doesn’t like it when I tell people about our family problems.”

“What happened to your shoulder?”

Danny stammered for a moment. “I…fell on our
porch. I’m okay.”

With a sidelong glance at her daughter, Karen
produced a ten-dollar bill from her purse. “Tell her you found it
in the park. You wouldn’t exactly be lying.”

Tentatively, Danny took the money with an
expression of disbelief.

Karen smiled. “You can pay me back someday.”

Thanking them both, Danny carefully folded the
bill and slipped it into his back pocket before saying
good-bye.

 


When Danny was well out of earshot, Miranda
turned to her mother. “Thanks, mom. I’m really worried about him. I
told you what his mom did to him the last time I was at their
house.”

“I know,” Karen nodded. “That’s why you’re not
allowed back there again.”

“But we gotta help him!” Miranda pleaded.

“We just did,” Karen glanced at her watch. “It’s
time for dinner. Let’s go.”

 


“You just happened to find this in the
park.”

Danny nodded, his expression innocent. “Not
right away. I walked everywhere before I saw it…near the swings. I
guess it fell out of someone’s pocket.”

Theresa glared at him, frowning in obvious
suspicion. She pointed at him accusingly. “I might call some of
your friends’ parents and if I find out that you got this from one
of them, I will beat you bloody. Now put those clothes in the
laundry and go to bed. I want you out of my sight for a while.
Christ, you cause me nothing but problems.”

Her chastisement ended with the typical mumbling
to herself, although the word ‘bastard’ was audible enough. Though
Danny had become accustomed to the term, he still felt humiliated
every time she said it.

With an internal sigh of relief, he trod up the
stairs to his room. Incurring his mother’s wrath had become a
frequent activity. There were days that left him to wonder about
those guardian angels they told him about in school. If he had one,
then he or she must be working double-overtime to have kept him
alive this long. Danny removed his shirt and reached into his
dresser to retrieve his pajamas. He caught his reflection in the
mirror and stared for a moment at the black and blue mark on his
shoulder. Twisting slightly, he grimaced at similar bruises on his
back.

He turned away from the sight. Painful reminders
of a few days earlier when he had forgotten to turn off a light
before leaving the room. He had been absent-minded and the lamp
remained on for several hours. It had happened once before with the
television. Punishment was delivered much more severely the second
time. Such mistakes cost money. His mother was right, of course.
Danny understood this; surely he had it coming.

Glancing up at the small wooden crucifix that
hung above his door, he thanked the good Lord that his mother did
not know Miranda’s phone number. The girl had only visited his
house twice. Most of the time, they saw one another at school.

Danny held up his shirt before him. The mud
stain was more evident than he had realized. He took it into the
bathroom. Soaping up a damp washcloth, he wiped it vigorously. To
his relief, it faded to a light tan. He was confident that the
washer would take care of the rest and he will have redeemed
himself in his mother’s eyes.

Wringing out the excess water, he balled up the
shirt and tossed it into the hamper in the hallway. Turning off the
light in his room, he climbed into bed and buried himself under the
covers, careful to lie on his left side facing away from the door.
In doing so, he felt more secure somehow, as if shutting out the
fear and uneasiness of the day before slipping away into his only
true escape.


Chapter One

Twenty-Five Years Later

 


Port Kirkland was a small town nestled in
Virginia’s Eastern Shore along that small peninsula between the
Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. On this unseasonably warm
afternoon in mid-March, a crowd had gathered to celebrate the
opening of a new facility. On the dais before them, nationally
renowned philanthropist Gayle Shartle rose from her seat amidst a
standing ovation and took to the podium.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending
the third annual charity outdoor banquet benefiting ESCAPe. As you
know, ESCAPe stands for The Eastern Shore Child Advocacy Program.
We began five years ago with only one youth center converted from
an old warehouse in Richmond. Through the generous donations from
both the public and private sectors, we’ve since been able to open
several more throughout the state of Virginia.

“Our centers provide a safe, healthy and
creative environment for children and teens in trouble. Whether
they’re struggling with drug or alcohol addiction, coping with an
abusive or unhealthy home life, or simply looking for a place to
belong, our doors are always open and our staff dedicated to
helping them. After all, the children are the future generation of
our communities.

“Today, the founders of ESCAPe would like to
honor someone whose unfailing support and overwhelming generosity
have been unparalleled in our history. Thanks to him, we are proud
to open our fourth youth center here in Port Kirkland. Please show
your heartfelt appreciation to Mayor Daniel Masenda!”

As the mayor rose from his seat, the crowd did
the same. He shook Shartle’s hand gingerly, as she was upwards of
seventy-years old, before addressing the citizens of his town.

“Thank you, Mrs. Shartle, and thank you all very
much,” Daniel began. “For occasions like this, I tend not to
prepare a speech. Instead, I prefer to speak from the heart. Of
course, sometimes this practice gets me in trouble, but nothing I
haven’t been able to talk my way out of.”

Laughter erupted from scattered members of the
gathering as Daniel continued. “When I arrived in Port Kirkland, I
had no intention of sticking around. My finances, however, dictated
otherwise. I left home right after college and never looked back. I
bounced around the country for a while doing what I like to call
‘exploring my options’. Finally, I landed here with no money to go
any further. That was fourteen years ago. Not much of an explorer,
I guess.

“Frankly, it was the best thing that ever…”

Something odd in the back of the crowd caught
Daniel’s attention but it did not register in his mind
immediately.

“…happened to me…”

He was about to lead into how his experiences
back then related to the reason for today’s gathering when he
noticed a young boy, perhaps six or seven years old, staring
directly at him from behind the last row of seats. Daniel felt an
inexplicable chill as he observed the boy’s gray, nearly ashen,
pallor. Their gazes met for only a moment before the child turned
and casually walked toward a pair of police officers. If they
noticed the boy, they didn’t acknowledge him nor did they react as
he stepped between them—and vanished.

The mayor realized that he was stammering and
forced his attention back to the task at hand. Several heads in the
audience turned in the direction where he had been staring, trying
to find the reason for his distraction.

“To, uh, make a long story short,” Daniel
continued. “Just as I was made to feel welcome and safe in our
small town back then, so we should continually strive to do the
same for our children.

“This building behind me is not just a simple
youth center where kids can stop by and play basketball or
volleyball. This is a safehouse for children in need of guidance,
protection and in some cases, nurturing that they might not receive
anywhere else. If my time as mayor of this town leaves no other
legacy, I would be proud because in my heart this ESCAPe center
will probably be my most important contribution.

“Except maybe when I lowered boat storage fees
down by the docks.”

Again, laughter among the crowd was accompanied
by mild clapping.

“In closing,” the mayor said with a smile.
“Thank you for joining us today in support of this beautiful moment
in Port Kirkland’s history.”

As the audience cheered, Gayle Shartle moved
beside Daniel and quietly asked him to remain at the podium with
her. A young man stepped up to the dais carrying a triangular
shaped object covered in a swatch of black satin. He was just one
of the many teens who had benefited from ESCAPe’s youth centers. He
stopped just behind Shartle, cradling the base of the object with
both hands.

Shartle leaned toward the microphone. “Before we
close this event, it has become a tradition to show our
appreciation to our most dedicated supporters.”

The boy reached out and handed the mystery item
to the elderly woman. She removed its satin veil to reveal a glass
pyramid, approximately eight inches tall, centered on a black
marble base. Rotating it in her hands until she found the
appropriate side, she read the inscription aloud.

“For unwavering support of the children of our
community, this year’s ESCAPe award is presented to Mayor Daniel
Masenda.”

Daniel accepted the award with a handshake and
held it above the podium for all to see. Cameras flashed, clapping
resumed, and cameramen from at least two television news stations
moved in for a close-up.

None of this ceremony mattered to Daniel. It was
all merely icing on a long awaited brick and mortar cake. The true
reward was for the children.

The next forty-five minutes saw the mayor
besieged by microphone-wielding reporters. Frank Parelli, the
township’s public relations director, was beaming at the sight of
his mayor and his town being honored so. Daniel calmly handled the
interviews with a graceful, modest aplomb.

He also had a throbbing headache.

He shot a glance at Parelli, who took his cue to
intervene and began ushering the group toward Gayle Shartle who
happened to be standing nearby. Casually, Daniel began scanning the
area in search of the strange little boy that disturbed him
earlier. Surely someone else must have noticed a child with gray
skin and lifeless black eyes! He arched his back to peer around the
throng of reporters but saw no sign of the youngster in
question.

“What’s up, Dan-o?”

With a start, Daniel spun to face his best
friend and occasional deputy mayor, Bruce Hargrove. Bruce was a
lifetime resident of Port Kirkland and the first real friend that
Daniel had made almost a year after moving to the town. He also
owned and operated two charter boats offering tours and fishing
trips on the Chesapeake Bay. Though he was older than Daniel by
only four months, the boat captain’s tendency toward alcohol and
cigarettes, in addition to his leathery tan skin, had aged his
appearance beyond his years. When he spoke, it was with a casual,
very slight, southern drawl.

With a heavy sigh, Daniel rolled his eyes.
“Don’t do that!”

“Do what?”

“Never mind.”

“Jumpy today, are we?”

Bruce was dressed in his usual manner—untucked
short-sleeved shirt, khaki cargo pants, and deck shoes with no
socks.

“Nice shirt,” Daniel commented. “What are those,
yellow-fin tuna?”

The boat captain nodded. “Got it for Christmas.
First time I wore it. All you said was ‘at least wear a collared
shirt, please’. So I did. Hope I didn’t embarrass you this
time.”

“You? Impossible.”

Bruce never failed to stand out in a crowd, much
like the disappearing boy.

“So what happened up there? You seemed a bit
shaken up at one point. Y’all right?”

Daniel closed his eyes for a moment and massaged
the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, I’m fine. Did you see that creepy
kid back there?” He pointed toward the last row of seats which were
now empty.

Bruce turned to look. “Which one? They’re all
creepy to me. Besides this is a kid’s center, they’re everywhere.
My God, run for your life!”

Daniel smiled and shook his head. “I forgot you
don’t like kids.”

His friend shrugged. “Of course I like kids, I
just can’t eat one whole.”

“You have an answer for everything, don’t
you?”

“Yes, but enough about me. You look like you’re
about to pass out.”

“Is it that obvious?” the mayor replied.

“Only to anyone who’s actually here today. I
think it’s safe to assume that if they’re not here, they didn’t
notice.”

Daniel looked deadpan for a moment before
replying. “Ladies and gentlemen, you can catch Captain Bruce at
Smart Ass Comedy Club during Happy Hour every night this
month.”

“Probably pays better than deputy mayor,” Bruce
quipped. “Maybe you should go home and crash. Duck out of here
before one of these rich, stuffed shirts comes over here wantin’ to
give the town even more money. You’ve been pushin’ yourself hard
for the past few months.”

Daniel nodded his agreement. “Good idea. I got a
lot to do on Monday. Budget meeting first thing. Then we’re doing
the ribbon cutting for the re-opening of the Matson River Trail.
The whole damn thing’s finally paved. Then I’m doing lunch with
Vicki.”

“Oh yeah, where is she?” Bruce asked.

“Boston,” Daniel replied flatly.

“It’s a shame she missed this.”

The mayor shrugged. “Well, she was just put in
charge of the distribution and packaging division of her daddy’s
corporation, so she feels the need to impress him by working almost
seven days a week.”

Bruce nodded his understanding. “Well, maybe
I’ll show up for the ribbon cutting on Monday if I can roll out of
bed.”

The pair shook hands. “Just leave the beer keg
home this time,” Daniel said as he began walking away.

“What do you care? You don’t drink.”

“I suppose it would be a waste of breath to
remind you about appearances.”

Bruce folded his arms in mock indignation. “And
what exactly’s wrong with my appearance?”

Daniel shook his head and waved dismissively
before making his way toward the parking lot in search of his
car.

Although he appreciated the award, which became
more cumbersome to carry as the hour wore on, Daniel had a
reputation for shying away from publicity whenever possible. Today
was no exception. Some blamed his youth for that, claiming that
this tendency would fade as he became a more seasoned politician—a
concept that unnerved him even more than all of this pomp and
circumstance.

With one last look over his shoulder, he climbed
into his car and pulled out of the parking space. For a moment,
Daniel thought he saw the eerie figure of the boy in his rear view
mirror. Upon second glance, however, he was gone. Had he not been
so exhausted, he might have been convinced that what he saw was a
ghost.

 


There were few advantages to growing up in a
single parent home. If Daniel could point to any positive aspects
at all, they would be discipline and responsibility — both of which
had been learned at a very early age. Without a husband, his mother
had come to rely on him to take on many domestic
responsibilities.

Two decades separated him from those days, yet
during quiet moments Daniel found himself reminiscing. Today, he
owned a house of his own with a deck that provided a beautiful view
of the Matson River. Five years ago, he was the youngest person
ever to be elected mayor for two consecutive terms after serving as
the township treasurer for seven years. What more could he possibly
ask for? While his life had certainly improved financially since
childhood, he still felt an unavoidable pang of guilt when he
thought of his mother.

They had not spoken in fourteen years. Their
relationship had never been truly loving and only deteriorated as
Daniel grew into adulthood. Still, if nothing else, she had raised
him to be independent and he was glad of it.

He tossed the last of his laundry into the
basket and tried to expel any further thoughts of his past. As he
carried the load up to his bedroom, he caught a glimpse of his
mailbox through the window and remembered that he had yet to
retrieve yesterday’s mail.

Depositing the basket on the floor, he stepped
outside and jogged down the concrete steps to the curb. A moment
later, with a stack of envelopes and an issue of The Planetary
Report in hand, he started back toward his house and was met with a
stream of water that struck him directly between the eyes and
continued halfway down his shirt. Fortunately, the magazine was
sealed in plastic and was on top of the other mail, thereby sparing
it all from the surprise soaking.

Daniel wiped his face with his sleeve and
sighed. Peering up at the neighbor’s front balcony, he smiled
thinly at the giggling cherub with the Super Soaker that was nearly
as large as he.

“Nice aim,” Daniel shouted. In response, the
aquatic assassin merely laughed louder at his bemused target, which
became his undoing.

“Teddy! What are you doing?!”

The trigger-happy tot fell silent as his mother
stomped out onto the balcony and surveyed the scene. Her shoulders
slumped as she looked from Daniel to the weapon of mass
nuisance—and the water gun clutched in his stubby fingers.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” she said to Daniel. “It’s a
gift from my brother and he just won’t put it down! He drenched the
hamster two days ago.”

Daniel waved dismissively. “No problem, the
shirt’s drip-dry.” He had a fleeting urge to make a joke about a
drip-dry hamster but nothing came to mind. “Have a good one!”

“You, too. Thanks.”

Shaking his head, he bounded up the steps and
back into his house as the woman began to admonish the boy. He
didn’t know them very well, only that she was a single parent.
Every few weeks, Teddy’s father arrived to pick him up. He seemed
nice enough. Still, Daniel couldn’t help but to harbor some
sympathy toward the kid.

Again, he found his thoughts wandering back to
his own past.

“Whatever.”

 


Hanging up his shirts in the closet, he caught a
glimpse of himself in the mirrored sliding door. His eyes betrayed
fatigue earned from weeks of long hours and little rest. Tomorrow
was Friday and he was never more grateful for it. He felt as if he
could sleep for two days straight. Turning away from his
reflection, he removed several empty hangers from the closet and
tossed them into the laundry basket at his feet. He closed the door
and stooped to pick up the basket when something odd in the mirror
caught his attention.

What he saw sent him reeling backward. He
slammed into his dresser with a startled yelp. The face that stared
back at him was not his own. Speechless, his mind racing for an
explanation, Daniel could only stare at the bruised and bloodied
face of a young boy and his tear-streaked, wide-eyed look of
absolute fear.

Daniel managed to collect himself enough to gaze
beyond the apparition ―for what else could it possibly be? In the
background, a dingy white door and cracked blue plaster walls
seemed oddly familiar yet too surreal to recall distinctively. He
looked frantically around his own bedroom to reassure himself that
reality hadn’t completely abandoned him. The laundry basket was
tipped over but still very much there; the dresser was firmly at
his back and the bed to his right. Bright sunlight illuminated the
room from the bay window. Daniel drew some small comfort from the
latter. Everything was as it should be, except for the nightmare
playing out in the mirror.

The boy was speaking now. His lips were moving
but he uttered no sound. Daniel couldn’t help but compare this
vision to some silent horror movie. Nervously, the boy looked over
his shoulder to the door behind him just as it was thrown open with
a force that made Daniel’s heart skip.

The silhouette of a tall, thin figure stood in
the doorway. Somehow, Daniel sensed that it was evil though no
features were discernible. A sickly yellow glow from somewhere
behind it cast its long shadow over the boy. The child writhed as
if suddenly wracked with pain. He extended a pleading hand toward
Daniel who pressed himself back against his dresser as the boy’s
arm reached through the mirror to within inches of his
legs.

While the silhouette remained still, its shadow
began to twist and contort around the boy, pressing his arms to his
sides, wrapping around his throat until it yanked him violently
backward toward the doorway.

“No!” Daniel had seen enough. He didn’t know
what was happening but instinct told him that the child was in
danger. A swell of rage stirred within him. He leapt to his feet
and dashed toward the mirror.

“Leave him alone!” he roared, slamming his fist
into the glass. It shattered instantly, black shards exploding all
around him releasing a sound like the scream of a tormented
soul.

 


In a cold sweat, Daniel sat bolt upright.
Instinctively, he shot a glance at the alarm clock. It was nearly
four-thirty in the morning, far too early for the buzzer to sound.
He took a moment to calm his mind and realized that the persistent,
electronic screeching was coming from just outside the room.

The smoke alarm!

Tossing the covers aside, he raced to the door
and threw it open. Immediately, the alarm fell silent. Stepping out
into the hallway, Daniel flipped on the light. When a cursory
inspection revealed nothing out of the ordinary, he patrolled the
entire floor to ensure that all was well before returning to the
bedroom. He paused at the doorway and glared up at the smoke alarm
on the ceiling. Its small green LED light calmly flashed every ten
seconds or so as normal. Daniel considered replacing the battery
but recalled that he had done that a week ago. Even if the unit
required a new one, it typically indicated so with two short beeps
every few minutes.

With slumped shoulders and a heavy sigh, he
leaned against the doorjamb and closed his eyes. He practiced a
breathing exercise to calm himself while attempting to make sense
of the night’s events. The timing of the alarm was an eerie and
unnerving coincidence within the context of his dream. He shot a
glance toward the closet doors.

At this angle, Daniel could see only the
reflection of the dresser and the wall behind it. With a deep
breath, he re-entered the room and stood before the mirror. After a
moment, he smiled sheepishly at his naked reflection. Although he
knew it was absurd, he suddenly felt uncomfortable in the nude and
pulled on a t-shirt and shorts from the dresser.

Shaking his head in disbelief at what was
probably the most vivid and disturbing dream he had ever
experienced, Daniel treaded wearily into the bathroom and splashed
his face with cold water. He closed his eyes, forcing his breathing
into a steady rhythm, and remained hunched over the sink for almost
a full minute before reaching for a towel. After drying off, he
opened his eyes and peered into the mirror.

At once his breath caught in his throat and his
heart sank into his stomach. The face that stared back was
certainly his, but the bloody nose, split lip, and swollen eye were
like something out of a nightmare.

Yet Daniel was wide awake this time.

Slowly, he raised his hand to the mirror and
pressed his fingers against the glass. His reflection mimicked his
movements precisely.

Why should I expect otherwise?

Daniel yanked his hand away and slowly made his
way back into the bedroom. He stopped just short of the closet
doors. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. His
frantic thoughts ran together as he struggled to make sense of it
all.

What the hell is going on? This is
impossible. Am I possessed? I don’t feel any different. There’s no
pain. My thoughts seem to be my own. I don’t hear any voices. No,
that can’t be me. No way. No goddamn way. Someone’s fuckin’ with
me.

Opening his eyes, he stepped forward and turned
to face his full length reflection in the closet door. The face was
still the same—the swollen discolored skin, the open wounds.

The blood.

Daniel’s stomach turned.

He spent the rest of night huddled in the corner
of his locked office down the hall. It was, after all, the only
room on the second floor without a mirror.

 


The following day, the mayor was missing in
action.

Vicki Harlan had known Daniel for several months
before they began dating three years ago. During that time, he had
never stood her up or ignored her phone calls. When both happened
on the same day, the only conclusion was that something must be
awry.

She tried unsuccessfully to reach him at his
office before calling his assistant on her cell phone. Samantha
explained that the mayor had left a voicemail stating only that he
wasn’t feeling well. She could offer no further details as she had
taken the day off to visit family.

Vicki had then called Daniel’s home and cell
phones to no avail.

Her head snapped up at a knock on her office
door. It was her father, Walter. Formerly a body builder, Mr.
Harlan had maintained a healthy physique even at the age of
sixty-eight. He was also the owner of the company for which she
worked. This had its advantages and disadvantages.

“You jumping in on this conference call?” he
asked, pointing a thumb toward the general direction of his office
at the opposite end of the hall.

“Oh, uh,” Vicki stammered. “Yeah, in a minute. I
can’t seem to get in touch with Dan.”

Mr. Harlan sighed. “I’m sure Mayor Boy-Toy is
fine. You can play with him later. This call is about your
Singapore trip, remember?”

Casting a sneer in his direction, Vicki undocked
her laptop computer and rose from her seat. “Thanks, dad,” she
muttered as she breezed past him. “Always so supportive.”

“I gave you a job, didn’t I?” he retorted as
they walked beside one another down the hallway.

Vicki clenched her jaw. Moments like this proved
to be a frustrating disadvantage.

Undeterred, she sent an email to Daniel during
the meeting. She wasn’t entirely surprised when he failed to
reply.

 


Her concern having turned to worry, Vicki left
her office immediately after the conference call and drove directly
to Daniel’s house. Upon arriving, it appeared that he wasn’t even
at home. All was in complete darkness, not one light shone from any
window. The only evidence that suggested otherwise was his mini-SUV
parked in the garage, visible only by the moonlight that reflected
from its metallic blue hood.

Vicki jogged up the short flight of steps to the
front door and rang the doorbell. Daniel had provided her with a
key but she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt rather
than simply barge in. After the third ring went unanswered, she let
herself in.

Although a twin, the house was reminiscent of a
bi-level. A short stairway led down to the garage while another
longer one led up to the main floor. Vicki flipped the light switch
just inside the door and high above her, the ceiling fan began to
rotate as the lights came on.

Ascending the steps to the main floor brought
her directly across from the kitchen where the combined lights from
various appliances provided a meager glow. To her right was a
bedroom typically used for guests while to her left a small dining
area opened into the living room. The overhead lights illuminated
the scene just enough to allow Vicki to make her way to the living
room and turn on a floor lamp. As many times as she had been here
both alone and with Daniel, she had never felt uncomfortable—until
tonight. The additional lights served to abate her mounting
apprehension but something was definitely amiss.

She parted the vertical blinds covering the
sliding glass doors that led to the deck. In the distance, the
rotating glow from a distant lighthouse rhythmically caressed the
gentle currents of the Matson River.

Vicki tossed her purse on the sofa with a sigh.
She paused for a moment wondering if she should inspect the rest of
the house or just sit and wait for Daniel to appear. Hunger began
vying for attention through her grumbling stomach.

Then a sound from the guest bedroom froze Vicki
in her place. Someone was shuffling about in the room. She fought
the urge to call Daniel’s name, for if it was not him in
there, then she wasn’t about to announce herself. Swallowing hard,
Vicki Harlan summoned all of the courage in her petite frame as she
crept around the kitchen counter and nearly knocked over one of the
stools. With a look that should have turned it to cinder, she
steadied it quietly before reaching over the counter and producing
a carving knife from one of the drawers.

Her evening was starting to resemble a scene
from an average horror movie, a comparison that was not lost on her
as she crept toward the room, her culinary weapon held high. The
door was ajar, ominous darkness within. Light shined down the
hallway from the ceiling fan and cast her long shadow ahead of her
as she pushed the door open. Without hesitation, she reached for
the light switch—

 


“I prefer it dark.”

—and screamed. In a panic, Vicki flung the knife
clumsily toward the source of the voice and heard it clatter
against the far wall. Several expletives followed before she
collected herself. In her professional world of exceedingly proper
grammar, it was sometimes refreshing and downright funny to hear
her lose it.

“What the hell are you doing sitting here in the
dark? I damn near had a heart attack!”

The weak light from the hall was just enough to
reveal the fact that Daniel was sitting on the floor on the
opposite side of the bed.

He leaned over and retrieved the carving knife.
“Sorry,” he replied simply. “You know, you throw like a girl.” His
voice was barely above a whisper. He tossed the knife atop his
dresser and hung his head once more.

“Shut up!” she snapped before forcing a softer
tone. “I tried calling you everywhere when you didn’t show up for
lunch.”

Daniel nodded. “I never left the house today.
Called out sick.”

“Funny, I never thought about a mayor calling
out sick.” Removing her coat, Vicki tossed it onto the bed. Now
that she had regained her composure, she peeled off her high heels
with an exhausted sigh and sat down beside Daniel.

He immediately turned his face away.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” she asked, sliding her arm
around his waist. “Are you mad at me?”

“No,” he said ardently. “No, this has nothing to
do with you. I…just don’t feel well.”

“Okay, well, can you at least look at me?”

“I don’t think you want to see me right now. I’m
not exactly looking my best.”

Vicki chuckled. “I think we’ve been together
long enough that we’re past all that.”

Daniel sighed. What would he have to lose?
“Okay, fine, but just remember you asked for it.” He rose to his
feet, stepped around Vicki, and turned on the light. “This is why
I’ve been hiding.”

She frowned in confusion. “You stood me up for
lunch because you’re having a bad hair day?”

“What? No!” Daniel risked a glance into the
full-length mirror and cringed at the disfigured face that stared
back. He pointed to the mirror. “What do you see?”

“Two days growth? You could use a shave,
Mister Mayor.”

His shoulders slumped. Closing his eyes for a
moment, he ran a hand through his sandy hair, merely rearranging
already disheveled locks. A surfeit of emotions riddled his
thoughts. He was both surprised and relieved that Vicki could not
see the grotesque vision that appeared to be haunting only him. At
the same time, he couldn’t help but to be confused as to how and
why.

During his entire day of solitude Daniel piled
question upon question in his mind, all the while avoiding every
mirror and reflective surface in the house. He felt no physical
pain in his face; its shape and contours normal to the touch of his
fingers. However, he dare not step foot outside until he could be
assured that his unsightly appearance was invisible to others.

Daniel was convinced that he was not insane. His
ability to reason was still very much intact. He didn’t believe
that one awoke in the morning with dementia as easily as a sore
throat, although his current behavior with Vicki probably indicated
otherwise. He made an effort to calm himself.

Earlier, he had arrived at the conclusion that
what was happening to him was of a paranormal nature, merely
indicating something beyond the norm. He wasn’t ruling out the
possibility of the supernatural but for some reason, that term sent
a bolt of fear through his heart. He was more comfortable referring
to it mentally as paranormal, albeit he wouldn’t verbalize that to
anyone yet. It simply wouldn’t do to have the mayor removed from
office for reasons of insanity. All he needed was to be assured
that no one else would notice anything different about him.
That should buy him time to unravel this mystery while proceeding
with his normal routine as much as possible. In the interim, he
would force himself to endure his altered reflection.

“Sorry, Vicki, guess I’m just a little burned
out,” he explained in a controlled, cogent tone. “You know I deal
with bouts of depression from time to time and today I, uh,
crashed…hard. I just needed some time to myself but I do
feel bad about missing lunch.”

Vicki picked herself up and shrugged. “Well,
don’t worry about it. I just thought maybe you had a date.”

Daniel smiled in spite of himself.

“That’s better.” She kissed him and they held
each other until the rumbling of Vicki’s stomach sent them both
laughing.

“I take it you’re hungry?” Daniel asked. “The
kitchen is stocked or…we can go out—”

At that moment, the telephone rang.

“I’m way too hungry to wait for food. How about
if I find something to cook,” she offered. “While you answer
that.”

With a sigh, he reached for the phone beside the
bed as Vicki exited the room. His hand hovered over the cordless
receiver for a moment before snatching it up.

“Hello?”

“Yeah, uh, hi, I’m looking for Dan Masenda.”

The man’s deep voice was unfamiliar, the words
audibly slurred and if he were tired or intoxicated.

“Speaking,” Daniel replied.

“OK, uh, this is, uh, gonna sound a little
weird,” the man stammered. “But just to confirm that I got the
right guy, your mom’s name was Theresa Quinn?”

Was? Daniel frowned, perplexed by this
mysterious caller. As he replied, his tone was hesitant. “Yeah…who
is this?”

“Aw, thank Christ,” the man said in obvious
relief. As he continued, his words ran together as they spilled
out. “Dan, this is Paul, your Uncle Paul, you mom’s older
brother.”

Slowly, Daniel lowered himself to the edge of
the bed. In the center of his stomach, a knot began forming. “Yeah,
Paul, I remember you. It’s…been a long time. How are you?”

He had not been in contact with his uncle Paul
in nearly fifteen years. To say that they were never close would be
an understatement. Throughout Daniel’s childhood, his mother’s side
of the family had constantly been beleaguered with petty
infighting, the various causes of which were typically ludicrous
and beyond his comprehension at the time. All he knew was that if
his mother had a falling out with someone, Daniel was tacitly
expected to cut ties with that person as well. The reasons were
never relevant and any behavior to the contrary was typically met
with severe punishment. The philosophy of “you hate everyone who I
hate” was drilled into Daniel repeatedly.

Thus, the concept of family pride and
togetherness had never become intrinsic in his life. Once he had
moved out on his own, he cut ties with his family and practically
wrote them off. He had decided that there would be no place in his
life for other people’s grudges.

The last time he saw Paul was at his
grandfather’s funeral and they had barely spoken other than to
exchange condolences. Here and now, Daniel wondered where his uncle
had obtained his phone number. It did not take long to find the
answer as Paul quickly delved into the reason for the call.

 


Perhaps twenty minutes passed when Daniel
finally hung up the phone and emerged from the guest bedroom. Any
relaxation that he had felt earlier in Vicki’s arms was entirely
gone and he was once again on edge. This had been one of the worst
days of his life and it left his nerves raw.

He dropped onto a stool in the kitchen, elbows
on the counter, head in his hands.

“I’m making chicken stir-fry,” Vicki announced
as she opened and closed cabinet doors in search of a frying pan.
“Or I will be.”

She had changed clothes and was now wearing gray
sweatpants and a black t-shirt. In the master bedroom upstairs,
Daniel had set aside a small dresser for her in the event that she
decided at the last minute to stay overnight.

He muttered incoherently before raising his
head. She mentioned something about ‘Singapore’ and ‘expansion’ yet
her words went unheard, as did the soft music from the stereo in
the far corner of the living room. He didn’t even react when a
stack of pots and pans tumbled out of one of the cabinets and
crashed to the floor.

“Found it!” Vicki picked out the appropriate pan
from the pile and after a brief washing, placed it on the stove.
She leaned down and began putting away the rest as she continued
her one-sided conversation. “So, I just wanted to warn you in case
I need to hop on a plane at the last minute. Knowing my dad, I’ll
be lucky to get a day’s notice.”

After a moment, Vicki stopped and faced Daniel.
Tilting her head, she looked at him curiously. “Were you
listening?”

Daniel’s lips parted but it took a few seconds
to find his voice. “What? Yeah, um, I’m sorry. You said you’re
taking a trip somewhere?”

“Men,” she sighed and held up a hand.
“Never mind, we’ll talk about it over dinner. So, who called?”

“That was my Uncle Paul,” Daniel said
simply.

“Everything okay?”

“Not really.”

Vicki closed the cabinet door, and then opened
it tentatively to make sure everything inside was secured.
Satisfied, she closed the door again and went to the freezer. “Why,
what happened?”

“My mother died last night.”

As if on cue, the cabinet door burst open again,
releasing a deluge of cookware.


Chapter Two

Salt In The Wounds

 


If Daniel thought that his nerves were raw over
the weekend, Monday morning found him all but numb. He could barely
mask the quiver in his voice when he left messages for Samantha and
Bruce, announcing his need for an extended bereavement period.

Never before had he been more grateful for one
of Vicki’s impromptu visits. She had provided comfort when his
troubled mind would not. At the same time, she hadn’t pressed him
for details about his mother’s death and Daniel told her only what
he knew.

Theresa had been battling breast cancer for
nearly a year.

To his relief, Vicki hadn’t questioned him as to
why he had never mentioned such a dramatic family crisis. Perhaps
her woman’s intuition had told her that Daniel was in no state of
mind to answer. In fact, he would have had to reveal that his own
mother had ordered her family to keep her illness from him.
According to his uncle Paul, she had not even wanted Daniel to be
informed of her death.

Imparting this to Vicki would only have forced
him to divulge a family history that he had strived to forget over
the past twenty years. He had nearly succeeded until this living
nightmare began two nights ago. Somehow, perhaps purely by
instinct, Daniel knew that his dream and subsequent visions in the
mirror were connected to Theresa’s death. The timing was too
perfect to be mere coincidence. He resolved to file away that line
of thought for later exploration.

Of course, Daniel knew that he would eventually
need to explain all of this to Vicki. It was too much to keep
inside and he desperately wanted to confide in her but the time was
not yet right.

All of this and more weighed heavily on Daniel
during the three hour drive that brought him back to the familiar
town of his childhood. He took note of the changes—some minor,
others drastic—but most of all he marveled at how small the
neighborhood truly was. The streets were narrower than he recalled,
and shorter. He recognized the library, the church, and the
playground along the main road. While almost all of the old shops
contained new occupants, they had apparently worked to preserve the
antiquity of the architecture.

In his mind’s eye, Daniel saw himself twenty
years younger on his way to his first job as a janitor at a local
department store, now long out of business. Traversing further into
his past, he recalled one winter’s day when he and another boy had
trudged home from school in knee-deep snow when the school bus
service was canceled. In the playground where he and his middle
school archenemy had brawled on more than one occasion for reasons
only callow teens of the time would have deemed important.

Then there was Miranda, the little girl who had
listened to Daniel when he had nowhere else to turn. They had grown
into adulthood together, confiding in one another along the way,
helping each other through life’s tribulations, from the death of
her pet rabbit Oliver when she was six years old, to the loss of
her father to emphysema ten years later. For Daniel, she had become
the only source of comfort when he moved to this town after his
parents’ divorce and the ordeals that he had suffered soon
thereafter.

Sixteen years ago, their relationship had
intensified and friends became lovers. Over a year later, he had
nearly proposed to her, knowing that he wanted to be by her side
forever.

Inexorably, the reality of his life had tapped
him on the shoulder and he turned to face it, realizing that he
would once again fail himself for the sake of someone else. 

 


1977

 


“Why do things have to die?”

Danny looked at Miranda seated beside him on the
antique wooden bench on her front porch. She and her father had
just buried Oliver in the backyard earlier in the afternoon.
Miranda had said that her parents bought him from a shelter two
years ago, unsure of his age. He had apparently been much older,
and sicker, than they thought.

“Everything dies,” Danny said. “That’s just the
way things are. Old people die to make room in the world for
babies, same with animals. Are you gonna get a new rabbit?”

Miranda shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I don’t
want one. They don’t last long.”

“Maybe Oliver was old or sick,” Danny suggested.
“Did you ever take him to the vet?”

Miranda shook her head.

“My mom says that nothing lasts forever, so we
should take care of things while we have them.”

“That’s what my dad said, too. He said we should
be good to people because life is too short.”

Danny didn’t respond. He wondered if his mother
would agree with Miranda’s dad. If so, then maybe things would be
better at home, maybe he wouldn’t be so nervous all the time and
could stop worrying about—

“What happened to your arm?” Miranda asked.

Danny tugged at the sleeve of his t-shirt to
cover the black and blue marks on his upper arm. “I fell yesterday,
trying to climb that stone wall in my backyard.” He had become
accustomed to thinking quickly when asked such things. As a result,
he had also become a skilled, convincing liar.

“I’m sorry about Oliver,” he said, deliberately
changing the subject. “I’m sure your mom and dad will get you
another bunny if you ask them.”

“So if somebody dies, does that mean you just
replace them?”

 


1987

 


“He was one of a kind, your dad.”

As he entered the funeral home, Daniel heard
conversation across the room and looked to see Miranda, her mother,
and several other mourners standing before her father’s casket. The
assistant funeral director, a short, robust man with flat spiked
hair, greeted Daniel and asked him to sign the register. After
doing so, Daniel sighed sharply as he straightened his tie and made
his way up the aisle, hoping that he was not wearing his nerves on
his sleeve. Miranda turned as he approached.

“I’m so sorry, Randy,” he said as they wrapped
their arms around each other.

“Thanks, Danny.” She kissed him on the cheek and
he felt the warmth of a tear. “And thank God you’re here.”

“Danny.”

He turned to face Miranda’s mother. “Mrs.
Lorensen. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

With moist eyes and the tracks of dried tears on
her face, Karen Lorensen choked out a thank you before turning away
to face her late husband. His casket was surrounded by bouquets of
roses, carnations and gerberas, most of which were orange yet none
were as plentiful as the tiger lilies that lined the side of the
coffin. Daniel suddenly remembered that orange had been Marc
Lorensen’s favorite color. To the far right, past the cluster of
mourners, a giant poster rested on an easel and displayed a collage
of photos from Mr. Lorensen’s life. Curious, Daniel made his way
over for a closer look. There were baby pictures, photos of
Miranda’s grandparents, Karen and Marc at their wedding, and
several shots of Miranda from childhood to present day.

“He looks so peaceful, you know,” an elderly
woman said.

“They always do,” another replied.

“They did a fantastic job, you know, on his skin
and such a nice suit, too.”

“Oh, my God, I gotta get outta here,” Miranda
whispered, taking Daniel by the hand and leading him outside. When
they were alone, she leaned against the wall of the building and
rubbed her face.

She seemed so tired, so fragile. He had never
seen her this way. He didn’t know what to do.

“I can’t listen to the way they’re talking about
how peaceful he looks and what a great makeup job they did and how
nice his fucking suit is! Jesus, he’s dead. My dad is dead. How can
they talk like that?”

Miranda broke down into tears and Daniel held
her instantly. Her typically soft, airy voice strained under the
weight of her grief. “He wasn’t even fifty, dammit, dammit! Why did
he have to die?”

Everything dies. That’s just the way things
are.

Silent minutes passed between them. Miranda
rested her head against his chest. He listened to her sobbing, felt
her body rise and fall with labored breathing.

“I don’t know what we’re gonna do now…” she
muttered.

So if somebody dies, does that mean you just
replace them?

“Whatever you need, I’m here.”

He kissed her on top of her head and she looked
up at him. He wiped the tears from her cheeks. Before he could
think, he found his lips against hers. He pulled back, at once
scared and embarrassed. She put her hand on the back of his neck,
stopping him, and brought herself up to kiss him.

In pressing her close to him, he wanted to
absorb her pain, take it away, replace it with his strength, his
love. To make her know that the loss of her father’s life did not
mean the loss of hers. In reality, he knew that that would take
time. She would grieve now and for a long while and he would be
with her through it all as he had always been, as they had always
been for each other.

 


1994

 


“You just graduated from college a year ago and
now you want to get married?”

Theresa Quinn, having dropped her married name
several years prior, cast a sour look at Daniel from her favorite
recliner. “You haven’t even begun to live your life. You don’t know
the first thing about the world and you want to run off and flush
your future down the toilet?”

Daniel knew going in that this would be a tough
sell. Thus, he tried to prepare himself for every angle his mother
would take. During his high-school years, he had lost many good
friends to his mother’s interference and faultfinding. For most of
them, it took only one or two visits to Daniel’s house before they
cut ties with him. Others, who were more understanding, or maybe
just more sympathetic, requested that he meet them elsewhere. Then
there was Miranda who stayed with him through it all. Daniel would
be damned if he would let his mother destroy that.

“I’m not throwing anything away. I’ve known
Miranda all my life and—”

“As children!” Theresa slammed her fist on the arm of her chair.
“You’re both children! You don’t know what the hell you’re
doing!”

“You just don’t want me to make the same mistake
you did.”

She was on her feet instantly. “You’re damn
right! Do you think I want you to have the same regrets that I
do?”

“I suppose I’m one of those regrets,” Daniel
shot back.

Theresa sighed. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Whatever. Our lives aren’t the same. Miranda
and I are not you and Gary. Look, I know you’re trying to protect
me and I appreciate your concern but you had to know that someday
I’d leave. Go off on my own.”

“And where do you think you’re gonna live?”
Theresa asked, folding her arms over her chest.

Daniel shrugged. “I’d imagine that we’d start
with an apartment like a lot of young couples.”

Theresa stared at him for a moment before
speaking again. When she did, her tone was calm and deliberate.
“You know I can’t afford the rent here on my own. Where am I
supposed to live when you’re gone? I bet you didn’t think about
that, did you?”

Daniel looked away for a moment, unsure of how
to answer. Truth be told, he hadn’t thought of that at all. It was
like a punch in the stomach. There was no way in hell that he could
continue to live with her and inviting her to live with Miranda and
him was out of the question. She would ruin their lives within a
week.

Theresa threw up her hands. “That’s what I
thought. You don’t give a damn about your own mother. Your friends
have always been more important to you than me!”

Daniel met her burning gaze, his own anger
brimming. “That’s not true. I know how much you sacrificed for me
as a single parent and I’ll always love you for that, but I’ve
given up a lot for you. Look at everything I had to endure from you
over the years, lost friends, invasion of privacy, verbal and
physical abuse, loss of dignity. Do we need to recap all the shit
you put me through?”

Theresa’s eyes widened. “You watch your mouth
when you talk to me, you disrespectful bastard! You’re no better
than your goddamn dago father! Drop the past! I told you that my
nerves were shot back then, and I don’t owe you an explanation for
anything.

“I took care of you when your father turned his
back on you! Would you rather have lived with him? He wouldn’t have
given a shit about you! He never wanted you. He hates kids! Now, I
am sick and tired of you throwing the past back in my face!”

Daniel clenched his jaw, felt his teeth grind.
He took a deep breath and held up a hand to signal his desire to
end the argument. “I came here with what I thought would be good
news. I knew you wouldn’t approve but I’d hoped to reason with you.
I should’ve known better, considering how you are, how you’ve
always been.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“You can’t be talked to like a normal person.
Don’t interrupt me! I’m tired of you running my life and
manipulating me with your guilt trips. The way your life turned out
was not my fault but you always took it out on me every time
something went wrong.

“But you know what? You’ve convinced me. You
win. There won’t be a marriage but I sure as hell am not
going to live my life wallowing in bitterness and resentment like
you. I can see so clearly now what I need to do. Thank you, mom,
for showing me my next course of action.”

You won’t see me again.

 


As it had been throughout his childhood, Daniel
realized that he would once again crumble and sacrifice his chance
for happiness, but this time it was not simply in acquiescence to
his mother’s demands.

Rather, he did it for the woman he loved.

For if he truly loved Miranda, how could he have
felt justified bringing her into his embattled life? One that was
mired in hatred and truculence where verbal abuse supplanted
rational conversation between mother and son?

In escaping from that prison, however, he had
abandoned Miranda and a life that could have been. For that, and
that alone, he still felt a sincere pang of guilt. He had
dreamt of a bright future filled with the spark of young romance,
and knew that he would never once take it for granted. So why had
he allowed it to slip from his grasp so easily? Why had he
permitted himself to be bullied by a mother who begrudgingly,
perhaps fearfully, watched her son grow into adulthood and hinder
his reach for independence at every opportunity?

Later he had realized that his guilt had been
that of a coward who, for only a few scattered moments in his life,
had been able to be himself and had settled for that. All other
times, he had been allowed to be himself on his mother’s terms and
had settled for that, too.

For the first few years since he had embarked on
what he mentally referred to as his ‘new beginning’, his free time
had been spent in self-imposed isolation. He had considered this
necessary toward emotional healing, to regroup and find new
direction.

Upon reaching Port Kirkland, Daniel had found a
small apartment and took a job with the township, but formed no new
friendships immediately. Rather, he had erected a wall around
himself, a barrier against the world until such time as he felt
comfortable, confident, and secure in himself.

It had been a liberating, yet foreign notion to
have all decisions be solely his, second-guessed by no one. All
goals, dreams, and ambitions had finally seemed within reach with
no one to hold him back.

The time had come to be himself, on his own
terms.

 


Edwards Funeral Home was easy enough to find. It
had been in business as far back as Daniel could remember. The
viewing would begin in thirty minutes, followed by the funeral at
Saint Philip’s Roman Catholic Church ten minutes away.

Daniel took a deep breath before stepping out of
his car. As he entered the building and signed in, his thoughts
were forced into a strange state of objective, almost clinical,
detachment. His earlier nervousness was suddenly replaced by
composure through no apparent effort on his part.

He shook hands with members of his extended
family, some of whom he had never met before, yet all of them may
just as well have been complete strangers. He felt no sense of
family here, only a heartless obligation. As cruel as it may seem,
the fourteen-year estrangement from his mother had left him with a
peculiar apathy. Perhaps this was merely a temporary defense
mechanism, another barrier, raised by his mind to protect him from
the dismal reality of the situation.

If so, it was failing miserably.

Death itself was a barrier, permanent and most
profound, that separated body from soul, thought from mind, energy
from matter. In its unyielding grip, so much more is extinguished
than the mere corporeal flame. So, too, are chances and
opportunities. Daniel considered all of this in his weary,
meandering thoughts. Fatigue threatened to undermine his composure
and weaken his resolve with familiar pangs of guilt and shame. Yet,
in another part of his mind, something disguised as righteous anger
fought back. It was pride most certainly and as usual he felt that
quickly evaporate where his mother was concerned.

Daniel thrust these embattled thoughts aside as
he gazed upon her for the final time. He wondered if she had truly
found peace now—and if he ever would. From somewhere beyond his
attention, Paul and the funeral director exchanged soft words.
Daniel realized then that they were looking at him.

It was time.

He nodded pensively and the lid of the casket
was gently closed. In his mind, Daniel saw only an impenetrable
wall thrust down between mother and son behind which, all hope was
lost and over a decade of intransigence threatened to become an
eternity of regret.

 


Vicki met him at the church, as she had been
unable to attend the viewing due to pressing business matters. Few
words were exchanged as Daniel, along with his two uncles and their
sons, carried the casket into the church and gently placed it atop
a skirted metal table in the center aisle.

Taking their seats for the funeral mass, Daniel
chose a pew in the front row. Beside him, Vicki clasped his hand in
hers.

Daniel’s attention drifted and returned
throughout the mass, though his gaze remained fixed on the massive
crucifix that adorned the front wall high above the marble altar.
It was at this same church where he had attended his grandfather’s
funeral sixteen years ago, and his grandmother’s four years before
that. He hoped that his mother was with them, and that all grudges
and bitterness were cast away leaving only peace, something that
Theresa never seemed destined to find in life.

At some point during his musings, Daniel’s mind
registered a change in atmosphere. It was an inexplicable feeling
as if the temperature suddenly dropped ten degrees and a wave of
cold air passed over him. An organ began playing and suddenly, the
church was filled with the song of a joyful choir. The music was
familiar, and utterly out of place. It was a Christmas song.

Abruptly, Daniel brought his focus back on the
here and now. He tightened his grip on Vicki’s hand only to find
that it was no longer there—nor was she. Perplexed, Daniel slowly
looked around.

The casket was gone!

He leapt from the pew to find that his family
had also disappeared. Behind him, a throng of parishioners was
slowly exiting the church. In was then that he noticed the
Christmas decorations—wreaths hanging below each stained glass
window, lighted pine trees flanking both the main doors and the
altar, and poinsettias placed generously throughout the
interior.

The music stopped and the church was nearly
empty save for an elderly couple engaged in whispered conversation
seated toward the end of the adjacent row. Leaving his pew, Daniel
slowly made his way toward them. As he approached, they looked up
in his direction.

“Oh my God…” Daniel blurted. It was all he could
manage before his breath caught somewhere deep in his throat.
Reflexively, he stepped backward, nearly stumbling into another
pew.

As if oblivious to his reaction, his
grandparents merely smiled and waved, appearing as he remembered
them when he was no more than seven or eight years old.

Unable to speak, Daniel raised his hand to
return the gesture before realizing that they were not looking at
him, but seemingly through him, to someone across the
church. He looked over his shoulder to see a young woman lighting a
tall candle before a statue of Mary. Beside her, a young boy no
more than six years old glanced at Daniel’s grandparents and smiled
sheepishly before being abruptly yanked by the arm and rushed down
the aisle toward the door. The woman never acknowledged the elderly
couple or Daniel as they exited the church.

“I feel sorry for him,” Carolyn Quinn
mumbled.

“Who?” Daniel managed to ask. His question went
ignored.

Vaughn nodded in agreement. “He’s gonna have a
hard road.”

“Who?”

 


Daniel was home again.

He stood before the ten year old artificial
Christmas tree that was erected in a small open space between the
living room and dining room in the house of his childhood. Antique
glass ornaments adorned its branches, some dating back to his great
grandparents.

He spun around, taking in his surroundings while
his mind raced to make sense of what was happening. He recognized
everything—the furniture, the lamps, even the color of the rotary
phone. This was no dream. He had returned to the place from which
he wanted nothing more than to escape during every minute of his
youth.

Daniel was given little time to absorb any of
this before the front door opened. He turned at the familiar sound
of an angry female voice and knew immediately who it was. His
disbelief and confusion began to transform into curiosity. Although
somewhere in his thoughts, he knew that all of this was completely
impossible, he wondered what his mother’s reaction would be when
she saw him.

Entering the home behind her, the target of
Theresa Quinn’s wrath merely looked at her in silent fear. Daniel’s
breath caught in his throat as realization struck him. While the
face was unmarred by bruises, it was unmistakable nevertheless.

He was the boy in the mirror!

He was Daniel. Although at that age,
everyone referred to him as Danny.

“You know that I’m not speaking to them!”
Theresa shouted. “And you know why! They were never good parents to
me, the way they treated me all of my life. The way they turned
their backs on me after my divorce!

“And do you stand by me? Of course not! You
smile and wave at them like we’re all one happy family. You’re no
son to me, you traitor! You should be damn grateful that I don’t
treat you like my so-called parents treated me.”

Theresa removed her coat and tossed it on the
sofa. As he watched her pull off Danny’s hat and gloves, Daniel,
the adult, realized that he was at least ten years older than his
mother was at the time of this incident.
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