
        
            
                
            
        

    
  Out of the Darkness


  The land remembers…


  Built on a cursed patch of land, George Simpson's house of horrors ruined many lives. Author Steve Corey rents it as a surprise in a desperate attempt to salvage what's left of his marriage.


  Samantha Corey thought getting Steve sober in the early days of their marriage would be the hard part, but she's reached the end of her rope and is ready to leave. It doesn't help that her thoughts have turned to Matt Barry, Steve's best friend—and her old love.


  Now, Samantha needs Matt more than ever as Steve's behavior deteriorates. She wonders if her husband's sick, drinking again, or if her own sanity's in question. The house has a dark agenda. Even though she's ready to divorce Steve, she's not ready to relinquish his soul to the ancient evil enveloping him. Can she and Matt pull him from Out of the Darkness?


  Note: This book has been extensively expanded. It was previously published with another publisher and was the 2010 EPIC winner for Horror.
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  PART I:


  BEFORE


   


  

Chapter One:


  Florida, Mid-1600s


   


  The little boy played at the base of the slash pine. He stirred puffs of dust in the summer heat, his hands and feet darkened by the dirt. His black hair shimmered under the late-afternoon sun. He was oblivious to his surroundings until he heard the sharp rapport of a stick cracking nearby.


  He jumped to his feet, his games forgotten. “Mama?” he called out tentatively. His tribe gathered blackberries nearby, and he’d been allowed to help until his mother spied him eating more than made it into his basket.


  Another twig snapped. Like a rabbit, the boy broke into a run, back to the clearing and his family. His mother looked up, adjusting the strap on the doeskin bag slung across her shoulder.


  “What is it, Opa?”


  He jabbered in fear and pointed, his agitation universally familiar to mothers of four-year-olds. One of the other women noticed the commotion and walked over. He seized their attention with a terrified yelp then hid behind his mother and pointed at the woods in the direction he’d emerged.


  The tribe had heard rumors of “white gods” who landed in great boats south of them and started exterminating their brothers, the Calusa. Until now, they had not seen any. The sun reflected off the gods’ shiny skins, and they carried ominous-looking sticks the tribe had heard could make thunder and kill animals and men alike.


  The women were now tightly clustered, their fear evident to the advancing intruders. One, apparently their leader, spoke to the others. Then they laughed. Another stepped forward and approached the women, his eyes on Opa’s older sister. Motherly instinct caused Opa’s mother to step into the man’s path, her angry words unintelligible to the strangers, but their meaning clear.


  He pushed the woman out of his way, striking her with the end of his thunder stick. He grabbed the girl’s hand and dragged her, screaming, to him. She was eighteen, betrothed to the son of a chief in a tribe to the west, and quite beautiful. Her mother, now crying in fear, tried to pull her away from the marauder, engaging him in a sick tug-of-war. Another stepped forward and pointed his thunder stick at little Opa.


  His meaning obvious, she clutched her baby to her, all the while crying for her daughter. The other intruders laughed again, and as they advanced the women beat a fearful, frenzied retreat to the trees across the clearing. Too interested in their prize to chase down a group of older women and children, the strangers turned their attentions to the girl. They tore off what few clothes she wore as she screamed in terror and humiliation, pleading for mercy in a tongue they could not and did not care to understand.


  The women fled for camp, where the men had returned from hunting, and explained the horrible events. Dark descended as the warriors set out.


  It didn’t take long to follow the scent of their evening fire. The men of the tribe lingered on the outskirts, weapons at the ready for a signal to attack. It was a long wait as they listened to the girl sobbing, intermittently pierced by screams of pain accompanied by guttural, animal man-sounds. They waited to stage their attack until the strangers had finished eating and were drunk on food and sleepy. They went in quickly and quietly, slitting the throats of the sentries on duty before going for the men lounging around the fire.


  The tribe caught them completely by surprise, killing all save the one they caught in the process of raping the girl. At first he fought, angry and outraged, until he realized he was alone and surrounded by the savages. Two braves held him, his naked manhood wilted and drooping in fright. The girl’s father wrapped a blanket around her and handed her a knife. She looked up at him, tears of pain and fear in her eyes, and nodded. She approached her attacker.


  She raised the crude knife to her attacker’s throat. He jabbered at her in his foreign tongue, obviously not a god if so easily overtaken and frightened by a girl such as herself. She pressed the edge of the knife against his jugular. His eyes squeezed shut, anticipating the death he expected.


  She withdrew the knife. He opened his eyes in time to see her grab his manhood. As he screamed, she stretched it, slicing it off with one savage stroke. Howls of agony echoed through the woods while she turned and threw the piece of flesh into the fire, followed by the knife. The two braves shoved their captive to the ground and spat on him. The girl bent down and grabbed him by the hair, pulling his face up to meet her eyes. He could not understand the words she screamed, but her kin did.


  “May the Gods curse you and your false kin. May your angry soul be denied Paradise. May you walk the rest of eternity lost and tormented on this cursed ground, remembering these words and your deeds, in agony until someone takes mercy on your soul and forgives you.” She punctuated this last by spitting in his face.


  Her father put his arm around her and led her away, pausing as she stopped to retch, overwhelmed by her disgust.


   


  * * * *


   


  The conquistador lived five days before fever and infection from his wound finally took him. His last words raged at the girl and her tribe as he relayed his tale to fellow soldiers who came in search of the missing men.


  “Puta!” he screamed, one of the nicer things he called the girl.


  The men recoiled from his curses. Eventually he succumbed, much to the other soldiers’ relief. The rest of the dead were buried and their graves marked with stone cairns.


  Buried what was left of them, anyway, after vultures and raccoons and other creatures had feasted upon the remains.


  After two weeks of searching for the tribe, the Spaniards gave up, leaving the woods to return to their group to the south. Long after, tales of the massacre were legend among explorers and to those pioneers who followed in their footsteps, and eventually other parties avoided the patch of woods near the river the Indians called “Withlacoochee,” citing inhuman screams and a sobbing girl who was heard but never seen.


  But the land remembered.


  
Chapter Two:


  1908


   


  The fate of the Simpson family died with its patriarch, George. He built the house on a ten-acre tract of land outside Brooksville, in the middle of good pine forest, near the phosphate mines.


  George thought Tampa was getting too large, too many foreigners. He sold his prosperous shipping business and relocated his family north, where no one would disturb him.


  Those who knew him would describe George as a class-A bastard, a real son of a whore. They felt sorry for his wife, Evelyn. He browbeat her mercilessly, often in public, humiliating her any time she dared speak. The kids—Keith, six, and Susan, five—didn’t fare much better. They learned young to stay quiet and not antagonize their father.


  George ruled his family like he ruled his business—with an iron fist and a lead heel. Evelyn could voice no objection when he came home one day and announced he’d built the house. He ordered her to pack the contents of their Tampa home, remove the children from school, and have it done by the end of the week.


  They moved in late February. She hated the new house and being away from other people. Oriole was not very populated, unlike Brooksville, the town immediately to their west. Their nearest neighbors were workers at the phosphate mines a half-hour walk away, and a clearing with stone cairns supposedly housing the remains of a few unnamed Spanish explorers who were the victim of a brutal Indian massacre—or so local legend said.


  Worse, Evelyn could no longer find temporary respite from George’s wrath as she could when he went to work. In Tampa, once he’d left for the day, she could retrieve her carefully hidden journals and write to relieve her despair. Now she had to hide them in the attic and could only risk writing when George worked the small vegetable garden instead of making her and the children do it. Even then she only had time to jot down little more than the latest events, always keeping a sharp eye out the attic’s turret window for George’s return.


  She was terrified of something happening to the children, of needing a doctor and not being able to make the half-day trip to Brooksville in time to help them. She hated the utter isolation. She also feared the horrifying mood swings George developed, even worse than before their move. He began acting irrationally, spending long hours down in the cellar with the door locked.


  Before, George frequently acted harsh. After ten years of marriage, Evelyn had learned how not to antagonize him and found occasional calm. Now he struck at random, perhaps no longer fearing retribution from the law if one night he drank too much and killed her.


  But Evelyn feared more than that. She witnessed him changing into something ominous and quite fearful to her, even more terrifying than the “old” George’s wrath.


   


  * * * *


   


  That summer, everything exploded in the Simpson household.


  Evelyn walked into the kitchen after feeding the livestock and found George at the kitchen table, a pile of coins and bills before him. His smile chilled her to the bone. She slowly backed toward the counter, thinking perhaps she could grab a knife and kill him before he hurt her and her children.


  “Sit down.” He motioned to the chair next to him. She forced herself to do it, noticing how he winced as he turned to follow her movements. He’d been ill the past several days but refused her attempts to get him to see the doctor.


  She secretly and fervently wished he would die.


  He waved his hand over the money. “Do you know what this is?”


  Her mind raced through possible replies with lightning speed, desperately seeking one that wouldn’t provoke him. She finally shook her head, not daring to speak.


  A half-full pint of whiskey stood sentinel by his right hand and he drank directly from the bottle. “Of course you wouldn’t, you stupid bitch. All you know how to do is spend money, not make it. Well, this is two thousand dollars, just a fraction of my years of work in the harness.” He took another swig of whiskey. “I keep it and the rest down in the basement.”


  He slammed the bottle on the table, making her jump. She noticed he winced again.


  “I’ve made a few decisions today, and I thought you should know.”


  I’m going to die today, she thought. I hope I can save the children.


  He turned to her. Evelyn swore his eyes burned with a demonic red glow. “I know what you’ve been trying. I know you want me dead, but I figured out your plan before I gave you the satisfaction of dying.”


  Now she was not only scared, but puzzled. “George, what are you—”


  “Shut up!” He leaned over, his breath strong enough to knock out a horse. He must have been drinking for hours. “I know you’ve been trying to poison me!” His hand rubbed his right side and she realized he wasn’t drunk, he’d gone totally insane.


  “George, I—”


  He backhanded her, faster than she could have imagined possible. The force of the blow carried her out of her chair, sent her sprawling. She tried to scrabble away, but he moved too quick. He wrapped his fist in her hair and jerked her to her feet, his face inches from hers.


  “I don’t plan on keeping a wife who’s trying to kill me, that’s for sure, you poisonous whore. Puta!”


  She kicked and screamed, trying to pull away while he dragged her upstairs. She struggled, and halfway up the stairs he slugged her. Her head rocked back, explosions going off behind her eyes. By the time she regained her senses he had her tied, spread-eagle, to their bed.


  He advanced, hunting knife in hand.


  “George, please! I’ve been trying to get you to see a doctor.”


  “One more word out of you, and I cut your tongue out.”


  Her sanity slipped a notch when she looked into his eyes. No mistaking that they glowed a dark, fiery red.


  He cut her clothes off, ignoring her cries when he nicked her with the blade. He dropped his pants and raped her, Evelyn screaming as he tore into her. When he finished, he collapsed on her. She was certain she would suffocate until he finally rolled off of her and stumbled out the door, his hand rubbing his right side.


  She regained enough sense to work on the ropes. He’d tied them tightly, and the iron bed frame wouldn’t budge. Her hands slowly went numb and she lost all track of time while she struggled, but after two hours she’d only chafed her wrists bloody. Frantic to get free, she fought like an animal in a snare, sweat and blood mixing and running down her trembling arms.


  Evelyn’s heart pounded when the front door slammed. She followed the sound of George’s boots down to the cellar and renewed her frantic struggles. Then she heard him in the kitchen, his footsteps moving through the living room and up the stairs to their bedroom. His wild appearance drove her to new heights of fear and desperation. His hair disheveled, his shirt torn, and she wasn’t sure but thought the dark stains on his sleeve might be blood.


  “My babies! What have you done with them?”


  He hit her again. When she regained consciousness he was raping her. When he finished he got the knife and cut her free, dragging her downstairs by her hair and out the kitchen door, unmindful of her nakedness.


  She thought she smelled gunpowder on him, or maybe smoke, like he’d made a fire. She fought and twisted, knowing if she could get free she could outrun him.


  Where are the children?


  She prayed they were all right, but deep in her heart she had a suspicion they were already dead and she was about to join them.


  If they were dead, she didn’t want to live.


  George dragged her across the yard and down a path. The sun hung low in the sky, plunging the woods into deep green gloom. They finally emerged in a clearing where, indeed, George had built a fire. The embers still glowed, ready to be stoked.


  George flung her into the center of the clearing. She tripped over one of the small stone cairns and landed near the fire, vaguely aware of him reaching for a shotgun leaning against a nearby pine tree. Evelyn’s attention focused on the small, charred shoe on the edge of the ashes.


  The shoe her daughter wore that morning.


  She turned to George, her sanity totally shattered. “You bastard! You killed my babies! Oh God, please kill me, just kill me now—”


  George sighted down the barrel of the shotgun and pulled both triggers, answering her prayers.


  For the first time in her marriage, Evelyn knew true peace.


   


  * * * *


   


  Over two hours later, the fire had consumed Evelyn’s body enough for him to break the charred bones with his boot heel. He drank from the bottle of whiskey he brought from the house, doing a little dance on the grisly pile while he rubbed his side.


  “Teach you to poison”—he jumped and landed on a larger bone, snapping it—“me. Teach you to disobey”—another jump—“me. Poisonin’ whore!”


  At dusk, he kicked the bones around and spread dirt over the warm coals. He then stumbled down the path, taking a wrong turn, and then another when he tried to correct his first mistake. He drained the last of the whiskey and shattered the bottle against a live oak, muttering to himself and reeling along to a silent drunken jig, not used to being balked, even by nature.


  “Goddammit!”


  The earth suddenly gave way beneath his feet, sending him plunging forty feet to the bottom of an old well dug by the mining company. Ten years prior, they’d moved their main operations a few miles to the north and covered the well, but the wooden cover had rotted under a thick layer of pine needles and leaves in the humid Florida climate.


  The fall didn’t kill George, but both of his legs snapped, and he missed impaling himself on his shotgun by mere inches. The walls of the well were steep and slick with moss. Only two feet of water stood in the bottom of the well, but he had no chance of rescue.


  George’s screams for help echoed mercilessly back at him. Just before dawn the next morning his appendix finally burst and peritonitis set in, killing him before noon. Not as slow a death as Evelyn wished upon him, but it certainly was painful. She wouldn’t have been pleased because she wasn’t a woman to hate, despite the years of abuse she suffered at George’s hands.


  She would, however, have agreed it was fair retribution for the lives of her children.


   


  * * * *


   


  Two weeks later, when no one heard word from the family, the sheriff and two deputies rode out to check on them. Ted Jensen, the shopkeeper near Silver Lake where they bought most of their supplies, worried when Evelyn and the children hadn’t been in at their regular time. When they missed two weeks in a row, Jensen wondered if Evelyn had left, or if George finally finished off his family. It wasn’t like Evelyn to not leave word if they were going away or make provisions for their livestock.


  The search party found the three cows and two horses had broken through the corral fence and were grazing in the yard. Nearly empty, the trough contained murky water. One of the deputies drew fresh water with the hand pump and the dozen odd chickens were scattered by the stampede as the larger animals, including three pigs, fought for a drink. The family’s wagon still sat outside the barn, the harnesses hung in the tack room.


  In the kitchen searchers discovered food gone moldy. They searched the house and found no sign of the family or what happened to the family. They discovered closets and dressers full of clothes, and some of Evelyn’s jewelry sat in plain sight on the dresser in the master bedroom. The only hint was a disquieting find in the master bedroom, the sliced remains of a woman’s dress and undergarments on the bed, as well as cut pieces of rope still knotted to the cast-iron bed frame.


  So what happened to the family?


  They searched the woods, finding only a cold fire pit in a clearing with small, unrecognizable bone fragments and a few stone cairns. One of the men thought it might be where the massacred Spanish explorers were buried. They all agreed someone probably killed and cooked a deer, none wanting to voice their grisly suspicions. The child’s shoe had to be part of an old trash fire, didn’t it?


  They didn’t find the old well.


  The livestock were given to the local parsonage, who greatly appreciated the donation. The county took possession of the property after the taxes went unpaid. The mining company bought it for back for less than they sold it to George. Eventually, the property changed hands again, and the mysterious fate of the Simpson family faded from newspaper headlines into rural folklore.


  Eventually, only the land remembered.


  
Chapter Three:


  1922


   


  Sweat rolled off the man’s ebony skin as he sat in the back of the wagon, baking under the hot Florida sun. He could barely breathe through the flour sack hood. His muscles ached from his wrists being tied behind his back for two hours. The angry, unseen voices chilled his blood even in the ninety-degree heat.


  “You know that nigger did it. That girl didn’t just up and run away! Her parents said she’s terrified of the woods.” Bud Jake, a thick-headed Cracker, drove mule teams for the mining company.


  Robert Mallory, the mining operations foreman, tried to restore calm. “Bud, settle down. I sent a rider to Brooksville, he’s gonna bring back the sheriff and we’ll let him take care of it.”


  The assembled crowd muttered dangerously, Jake speaking their minds clearer than they cared to. “We need to teach these niggers. They come in here, we tell ’em to leave, and they don’t. Mebbe we need to lynch a few of these niggers and scare ’em out of here!”


  Agreement rippled through the crowd and Mallory felt the tide shift against the prisoner. Mallory didn’t believe Ben Caleb, a nineteen-year-old digger for the company, kidnapped the girl. Little five-year-old Lisa Prescott disappeared three days earlier from her family’s house not far from the main mining pit, in the Croom woods near Oriole. Searchers had turned up nothing except a shirt belonging to Caleb.


  Secretly, Mallory’s mind leaned more toward the father. Mallory remembered when Tom and Mary Prescott first moved into the old Simpson house only months earlier. Mary was an outgoing, pleasant woman, active in the church. Tom, a retired cattle rancher, was always up for a game of penny poker as long as his wife wouldn’t find out. Lisa was a bouncy, vivacious little thing.


  Then Tom changed. Nothing Mallory could put his finger on. In fact, he thought he’d done or said something to inadvertently offend Prescott. Prescott grew surly, sullen, and withdrew from the community—not that they had many neighbors, but they stopped travelling into town. Mary quit going to church, and the few times she was seen she looked drawn, haggard, with dark circles under her eyes.


  Mallory suspected something had gone very wrong in the Prescott household, maybe even some buggery. While Mallory wasn’t racist, he knew there were people content to let an innocent colored mine digger hang for a crime they’d committed. Who would the crowd believe? The girl’s “respectable” white father, or the boy?


  Mary Prescott wasn’t any help. After the girl’s disappearance Mary withdrew, nearly catatonic, while Tom ranted and raved, his eyes wild and scary as if lit by a raging inner fire.


  Mallory’s stomach churned, and his hand drifted to the butt of the pistol slung on his hip. This morning, he was desperately glad he’d worn it. Bud Jake was a stupid, piggish man, always in the thick of trouble and never around to clean up the mess.


  Actually, putting a bullet between the drover’s eyes wasn’t such a bad idea.


  “You need to calm down,” Mallory said.


  “Mallory, you becoming a nigger lover? Is that it?” Jake scanned the crowd, searching for approval.


  “Jake, what proof do you have he has anything to do with the girl’s disappearance? There’s no telling what happened. She could be anywhere.”


  “We found his shirt not too far from the place. And nobody’ll swear they saw his worthless hide that night. What more proof ya want?”


  Mallory got in the drover’s face. “A witness, for one thing. Maybe you don’t approve of the color of his skin, but he bleeds red just like you and me.”


  Jake’s sneer turned his already ugly face into an evil visage. “Well now, why don’t we see about that?” Someone cheered support from the back of the mob.


  “Why don’t I plug a hole in your thick head and see if I can let out some hot air?” The drover studied Mallory’s face, then stepped back and spit in the dirt.


  The mob muttered, like a scared cur thinking about picking a fight with a larger dog, but Mallory felt the tide shift. He played his ace, pulling a bit of local folklore from his memory.


  “How do we know this boy had anything to do with it? The house isn’t too far from the mine. It could have been anyone went up there. Or the father. Or maybe she wandered away and got lost. Maybe whatever happened to the Simpson family happened to that little girl.”


  Surprised exclamations from the crowd. Although there was never any proof, most locals believed George went crazy and did something unspeakable to his family, then fled.


  Assorted voices spoke up.


  “The father?”


  “Prescott?”


  Mallory jumped on the opportunity. “I’ve known Tom Prescott for a while now. Some of you were here when the family moved to town. You can’t tell me Prescott hasn’t been acting strange lately.” Mallory hoped the tide didn’t swing too dangerously in the other direction. He didn’t want Tom Prescott lynched any more than he wanted Ben Caleb to swing.


  “That’s right.”


  “He’s got a point.”


  “So let’s let the sheriff sort this out when he gets here,” Mallory said. “Believe me, if the evidence proves Ben Caleb is behind this, I’ll help tie the noose myself. But do you want the blood of an innocent boy on your hands if we find out later he didn’t have anything to do with it?”


  He risked a look at Jake, standing sullenly behind the wagon, kicking at the sugar sand with his old sprung boot.


  Mallory played to the crowd. “You don’t have a witness. You don’t have evidence. You lynch this boy, you’re murderers, every one of you.”


  Someone in the back of the crowd shouted, and everyone turned. A rider approached, fast and hard. Mallory hoped it was the sheriff, but by the sudden gleam in Jake’s eye he had a sinking feeling it wasn’t.


  Jake stepped up to him, and in a low voice said, “Now we’ll see where your fancy talk gets you.”


  The crowd parted for the rider. Tom Prescott looked wilder than ever. He leapt off his lathered, trembling horse and ran up to Mallory.


  “Is this the bastard what took my little girl?”


  Mallory’s heart sank. Someone was getting lynched today, either Ben Caleb or Tom Prescott. Considering the mob’s skin color, Mallory knew who’d be swinging.


  Mallory held up his hand. “Tom, you need to calm down. The sheriff’s on his way, he’ll handle this.”


  Tom pushed him back. “I don’t want no sheriff, I want to know what he done with my baby!”


  The words were right, but Mallory saw Prescott’s wildly gleaming eyes, and knew his suspicions were dead on. Tom Prescott wasn’t concerned about his daughter, just keeping the focus off himself.


  He’s gone mad, Mallory thought. “Tom, we don’t know he did it.”


  Jake chose this moment to step in, and Mallory knew Jake had sent notice to Prescott. “Mallory here even accused you.”


  With seemingly superhuman strength, Prescott grabbed Mallory by the collar and slammed him against the side of the wagon, knocking the breath out of him. “I didn’t do nothin’!” He turned to the crowd. “Who’s gonna help me? Off to the tree!”


  The crowd was first confused, then galvanized against Caleb. The mob, led by Jake and Prescott and buzzing like an angry swarm of hornets, overtook the wagon, pushing Mallory to the side. His protestations were drowned out by the crowd and their horses and the ineffectual cries of Ben Caleb being carted off to his demise.


  Mallory chased them down. Too late he reached the juncture at Croom Rital Road where the “hanging tree,” a dead, twisted oak with a branch worn smooth from the ropes of prior lynchings, stood silent sentry. The crowd milled around, staring at Caleb’s hooded body twisting in the breeze. With the heat of bloodlust cooling, a few of the mob looked decidedly ill.


  Mallory’s rage exploded. “What, you were too cowardly to face him when he died?” He hurled invectives at them until the sound of approaching riders made him turn.


  Sheriff John Babbitt, followed by Mallory’s rider and two armed deputies, pushed their horses flat out. Babbitt, a large man who dwarfed his stocky roan, jerked the horse to a stop and jumped down, his eyes going to the boy’s corpse.


  “Bobby, Pete, cut that fellow down,” he instructed his deputies.


  The sheriff turned to Jake. “I should’ve known you’d be in the middle of this mess.” Jake started to open his mouth, and the sheriff—who towered over the drover by a good six inches and outweighed him by at least fifty pounds—poked him in the chest with his finger. “Not one word out of you, or you’ll be the next one swingin’ from that rope.”


  Prescott skulked on the far side of the wagon, a dangerous gleam in his eyes.


  The sheriff turned to Mallory. “What happened?”


  Mallory gave him the quick version. When he finished, the sheriff turned to his deputies. “Get a set of shackles on that man.” He pointed, indicating Prescott. When they balked, the sheriff barked, “Do I need to give you an engraved invitation? Do it!”


  Prescott turned to flee, but one of the disgusted mob stuck out his leg and Prescott went sprawling into the sand, sending up a cloud of dust. The deputies were on him, and a struggle ensued. Finally, after Mallory and his rider got into the fray, Prescott was shackled, arms behind him, facedown in the dirt.


  Jake stepped forward. “What’s goin’ on here? You got your man. Don’t need no trial either.”


  The sheriff turned. “I’ll overlook that comment, Jake, because maybe you’re too stupid to remember what I said about talkin’ a minute ago.” Jake stepped back, and the sheriff addressed the crowd. “Mrs. Prescott started talkin’ this afternoon, after she found out about Caleb. She said her husband had something to do with the disappearance. Didn’t know what, but he went out with the little girl in his arms one night and come back alone. She watched him do it, and when he come back, he threatened to kill her if she talked. She said he’s lost his mind over the last several months.”


  “She’s crazy!” Prescott yelled from the ground. “I didn’t do nothin’ to that girl!”


  One of the deputies put a boot to the back of Prescott’s head and shoved his face into the dirt. “Quiet, you.”


  Two men quickly turned from the group and raced to the tree line, where they retched. Others started talking about lynching Prescott, and Jake, too.


  The sheriff pulled his gun and fired a shot in the air, the immediate silence deafening. “There ain’t gonna be no more lynchings today as long as I’m sheriff.” He cast his steely gaze on the now-subdued mob. “I hope y’all have learned your lessons. You just hung an innocent boy.”


  A few of the mob members stepped forward and helped load Caleb’s body into the back of the wagon, covering him with an old blanket.


  “Get that loony into the wagon, too.” Even bound, Prescott fought like a wildcat. Finally, Babbitt pulled his gun.


  Prescott leered up at the sheriff. “Go ahead, do it. Shoot me like a dog.”


  The sheriff spit into the dirt. “Don’t I wish I could.” He reversed the pistol and cracked Prescott on the back of the head with the butt, knocking him unconscious.


  They tossed Prescott into the back of the wagon with less care than was shown for the dead boy. The sheriff nodded to Mallory. “We’ll get them back to town. Maybe I can get Prescott to talk.” He called to his men to mount up, and Mallory stopped Jake before he could climb up on the wagon seat.


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  Jake refused to meet his eyes. “Gonna drive the wagon to town. That’s my job.”


  “Not anymore. You’re fired.”


  “But I live five miles from here!”


  “Then I suggest you start walking. I have a feeling people aren’t going to want you living around here much longer.” Mallory tied his horse to the back of the wagon, climbed onto the seat, and followed the sheriff to town.


   


  * * * *


   


  After a few hours of questioning, Prescott admitted he molested and strangled his daughter before dumping her body down an old well he’d found in the woods near the house. After several hours, searchers located it. When they lowered a man down by rope, he received a ghastly surprise.


  Little Lisa had landed on top of the nearly skeletal remains of a man. They brought up Lisa’s body—there were quite a few wet eyes at that pitiable sight—and went back down to find out the identity of the other body. Immediate speculation suggested George Simpson. The inscription on the shotgun found with the remains backed that theory.


  Thus one old mystery answered, in part.


  One of the searchers suggested they bury Simpson and Ben Caleb in a nearby clearing, where small stone cairns sat unmolested. One man remembered that’s where they’d found the remains of a fire during the original search for the Simpson family. A small, blackened child’s shoe haunted his nightmares, and he secretly believed it was the final resting place of Evelyn and her children.


  So why not make it a graveyard?


  The mine bought a coffin and stone marker for George because he was a white member of the community, and a coffin and wooden marker for Caleb. Mallory fought for a stone marker but was warned not to push his luck. It became known as the Oriole cemetery. When the mine shut down decades later, it fell out of memory.


  But the land remembered.


  
Chapter Four:


  1942


   


  This wasn’t what he’d planned!


  Peter huddled in the upstairs closet, the pistol clutched tightly in his hand. Outside, he heard the stairs creaking.


  This wasn’t supposed to happen. The books didn’t say anything about this!


  He closed his eyes tightly and prayed for the noise to go away.


  Praying. Ironic, considering what he’d tried to do.


  He hoped the candles he’d left burning around the pentacle downstairs didn’t fall over and catch the house on fire.


  Still three hours until daylight.


  Peter wished he’d never let himself get talked into this ridiculous plan. Where was everyone else? Scared off. He was the only one who stayed behind and tried to complete the ritual.


  And they left him hung out to dry.


  The footsteps stopped outside the closet door while Peter silently sent up every prayer he could think of. His heart echoed through his empty soul, each beat thundering in his brain.


  Was he alone again? He couldn’t tell, not with the blood pounding in his ears.


  When he dared open his eyes four hours later, daylight peeked beneath the door. He contorted himself around enough he could press a cheek to the floor and peek through the gap.


  No feet—ghostly or otherwise—lay in wait on the other side.


  With a huge sigh of relief he opened the door, walked to the landing, and looked over the banister. Downstairs the candles had melted to puddles of wax and gone out. A slight smell of smoke hung in the air, like a campfire, probably hunters somewhere in the woods nearby.


  He’d fetched his satchel from the bedroom. He would not spend another night alone in this house. He didn’t care how much grant money he gave up by giving in, it wasn’t worth it.


  Maybe he should drop all this nonsense. It might be best to go to church and forget about demons, ghosts, and spirits altogether. He hadn’t believed in that nonsense before. Ironically, now he did.


  Halfway down the stairs the pain hit, a twisting, searing stabbing in his side, and an enraged phantom voice screamed in his head. He dropped his bag, and it tumbled down the risers, spilling the contents. With every step it got worse, finally driving him back up to the second-floor landing.


  He waited a few minutes and tried again with the same result.


  No escape that way. He could jump out a window if he had to, but he was not trying those stairs again.


  He looked around and found a coil of rope in the hall closet. That would work, he could lower himself down.


  He secured it to the banister and made a loop in the other end. He threw one leg, then the other over the railing. He started to place the loop over his head in preparation of putting his arms through it when his foot slipped.


  The lasso tightened around his neck, snapping it when he hit the end of the slack. He swung there, gently turning, until one of his cowardly cohorts returned three days later.


  The coroner ruled it a suicide and closed the case. Peter Michaels had no family. The county buried him in the nearby Oriole cemetery in an unmarked grave near George Simpson’s tombstone.


  Still, the land remembered.


  
Chapter Five:


  1965


   


  Shelly lay awake in bed, Jim softly snoring next to her. First-night jitters, she supposed. Jim had stayed in the house before and could easily sleep. Her insomnia couldn’t be from the rumors she’d heard from her sister, Jill.


  Could it?


  The house needed a lot of work, but they’d been lucky to get it so cheap. Then her sister opened her big mouth.


  It seemed the house had a checkered past and frequently changed hands. Something about the original owner killing his family, or disappearing, or something. No one quite knew for sure. Jill said she’d read about it when organizing the old newspaper archives at the library.


  Shelly rolled to her side and stared out the window. Maybe the baby made her nervous. Her hand drifted to her still-flat midsection. Only two months along and fortunately not getting sick, but she didn’t need any extra stress. If it hadn’t been for the cheap price and excellent terms, they never would have bought the place. Jim insisted they’d be able to turn around and resell it at a huge profit with very little investment. She trusted his judgment. He promised her she would only have to do what she felt like doing, that he’d shoulder most of the work. She felt guilty, and he was so good-natured about it, but he reassured her about his dreams for the house and how much money they would make.


  The ceiling above them creaked, startling her. It came from the turret overhead. Jim made a noise in his sleep and continued snoring.


  He could sleep through an explosion.


  Shelly sat up, wide awake. Outside, whip-poor-wills called back and forth to each other while a symphony of crickets harmonized in the bushes below their second-floor window. It wasn’t warm enough to need a fan yet, and the screen kept the bugs out. She kicked off the sheet and tuned her ears.


  Another creak, farther away, over the hallway ceiling.


  Intellectually, she knew there was no one upstairs, but the sound still unnerved her. She went to the window and looked out over the pasture where movement at the edge of the woods caught her eye. She strained until she made out the ephemeral sight of several men escorting a young woman or a girl, maybe in her teens. God, what are they wearing? They look like something on TV!


  She turned to get Jim’s attention when her eyes fell on the open doorway. A man, wild-eyed and dangerous-looking, stood there with a whiskey bottle in one hand, a knife in the other.


  “Jim!” she screamed.


  Before she fainted, she swore the intruder simply vanished.


  When he brought Shelly around, Jim was forced to slap her to stop her hysterics.


  “What is wrong with you? Shelly, calm down!”


  She looked at him and sobbed. “I saw them, outside, dressed like Spanish explorers! And in the doorway—” She looked where she saw the man standing. “I saw him, Jim! This wild man, he had a knife and a bottle of booze!”


  “Shelly, there’s no one here.” He tried to soothe her. “Sweetheart, it was a bad dream, that’s all.”


  She frantically shook her head. “No, it wasn’t! I know what I saw! I want to go to Jill’s, right now. I’m not sleeping in this house!”


  By the time they arrived it was three o’clock in the morning, and Shelly felt foolish. Jim gently chided her, blaming it on her condition.


  When he returned to their house—alone—about an hour before dawn, he made himself a pot of coffee and waited until light. The tall, dewy grass soaked his pant legs but he trekked across the pasture to the path where Shelly saw the figures.


  There were no tracks.


  He followed the path and found the clearing he’d heard about. There was a stone grave marker for George Simpson, a few rotting wooden markers, and some piles of rocks. Supposedly an old burial site, Spanish or Indian or something. Definitely creepy but no signs of recent visitors.


  He returned to the house. In the kitchen he noticed a smoky odor, like he’d been close to a campfire. He sniffed his clothes, but it wasn’t him. The smell wafted through the room. He worked his way around the kitchen and stopped in front of the basement door. He didn’t have a flashlight, but the bulb over the stairs was working. Wouldn’t be too bad if he left the door open. He went down the stairs and threaded his way around the various piles of their belongings, stored until they could get them sorted, and to the back wall and the shelves full of books.


  The smell originated in that area, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. He circled the room, with his nose in the air, coming to a stop at the bookcase. It wouldn’t move. Out of frustration, he wedged his fingers behind it and heaved, determined to tip it over. He’d clean up the mess later, but he had to find the source of that smell.


  Putting his entire weight into it, it still wouldn’t budge. It was solid.


  “I’ll pull all the damn books out,” he muttered and started to do just that when a hot gust of air and a smoky smell overwhelmed him. Jim scrambled backward as a ghostly figure stepped out of the bookcase. Too scared to cry out, he turned and tripped over a box, hitting his head on a coffee table, then striking the cement floor.


  Jill’s husband found him that evening when he went to check on him. The coroner ruled it an accidental death. Which, of course, it was.


  But the land remembered…


  PART II:


  NOW


   


   


  

Chapter Six


   


  Ohio


  March, present day


   


  Deep in thought, Sami stared out the kitchen window at her two horses grazing in the pasture. A loud crash, followed by Steve’s swearing, shattered her calm.


  “Goddammit!” he yelled from down the hallway.


  Her hopes of a quiet morning evaporated with his temper. “What’s wrong?” she called without moving from the sink. She didn’t want to know.


  She didn’t really care.


  She heard more crashes, like he was turning his office closet inside out. “I can’t find my box of notes!”


  Shaking her head, she walked down the hall and stood outside his office door. If she didn’t, she probably wouldn’t get a moment’s peace.


  I’ll stand here, out of the line of fire. Probably should consider a long morning ride, or cleaning the barn. She found both options preferable to listening to yet another of Steve’s angry diatribes.


  “Which notes?” she asked.


  She’d guessed right about the closet. He’d scattered several banker boxes across the office rug, tops off, contents strewn everywhere.


  Her appearance in the doorway startled him. “I had three red spiral notebooks I made notes in for that horror novel. I’m working on the sequel. I need them.”


  Despite his accusatory tone, she managed to keep her voice calm and neutral. “How long ago?”


  “What?”


  “How long ago did you last see them?”


  “Uh, a month, maybe.”


  “Down in the basement. Under the stairs. Box marked ‘Sequel.’” She turned.


  “Why the hell did you put them down there?” he yelled.


  I’ll be damned if I’m cleaning up that mess. “I didn’t, Steven Corey. You did. You wanted to make sure you didn’t lose them after Matt got you the contract.” She turned on her heel when she felt his hand on her arm. It was darn near frightening. He still moved as quickly as a cat.


  “Sami, I’m sorry.” He looked sorry, too. Eyes appropriately downcast, the sad, hangdog stare.


  The look that used to work on her.


  “I know, Steve. You’re always sorry.” She shook off his grip and walked away.


   


  * * * *


   


  The horses greeted her at the pasture gate and found her guilty of carrying concealed vegetables. She produced the carrots and rewarded both geldings with scratches.


  “Hiya, fellas. Feel like a romp?”


  They followed her to the barn. She groomed Mutt, her Appaloosa gelding. She’d pony Jeff, the buckskin, behind her. While saddling Mutt, Sami’s anger slowly dissipated. It took longer after each fight.


  Their marriage approached the seven-year mark, and whether it was Steve’s stress over his publishing contracts for his latest book series, or something else, he had changed.


  She didn’t think he was drinking again.


  She hoped he wasn’t drinking again.


  Then again, if he was, it’d make her life a lot simpler, because she could quit waffling about whether or not to file for divorce and just get it done and get on with her life.


  “I’m so sick of this shit!” she yelled at the sky. She adjusted the cinch, still stewing over Steve’s latest outburst.


  Over the past couple of years his temperament had changed. He was argumentative, surly, quick-tempered. She’d grown tired of his tirades.


  Tired of begging him to touch her. So tired in fact, she’d quit trying to seduce him over two months ago, hoping he’d notice her lack of interest.


  He hadn’t.


  She didn’t think he was cheating on her, unless you called his relationship with his writing “cheating.” He was just…


  Pulling away.


  She’d also grown tired of chasing.


  Mutt stood still while she mounted and collected Jeff’s lead. Gently nudging Mutt with her heels, they moved out across the pasture to the trail-striped woods behind the house.


  The morning air still felt comfortably cool, refreshing, a hint of dampness from morning dew still not evaporated in the heavy shade of the oak and buckeye canopies shading the trails. When the path leveled out and widened, she urged the horses into a brief gallop, letting them stretch their legs before reining them in to a slower trot.


  “Why do I even put up with this crap?” she asked the horses. They had no answers.


  She married Steve for better or worse, but better seemed a lot better early on, even when they were broke and he still drank. Maybe it was stress related, too much pressure.


  But being raised in a family where simple disagreements frequently ended in someone led from the house in handcuffs and someone else being treated for a black eye, the last person Sami would tolerate crap from was her husband.


  Steve hadn’t always been like that. In the beginning he’d been calm, quiet, gentle.


  Attentive.


  Every novel brought out more of his darker side. While he was never close to approaching violent, she wasn’t happy with his changes. Her request a few weeks earlier to go to marriage counseling elicited a barrage of epithets from him, driving her from the house. When she finally returned hours later, he greeted her at the front door with tears in his eyes, tripping over himself to apologize.


  He was always apologizing. Yet he waved off her repeated requests for counseling with a vague “pretty soon” promise.


  She studied the wedding band on her left hand, rolling it around with her thumb. When she married Steve, there were more important things to spend money on besides jewelry—like groceries and the light bill. When he hit number one on the NYT list, he came home with a gorgeous solitaire. While it dwarfed the plain, gold band, she still cherished the simplicity, the memories her wedding ring represented.


  The early days when they laughed all the time, when she felt important to him.


  When she felt loved.


  Did she still love him?


  She honestly wasn’t sure anymore. She loved the man he used to be. If she could pay the price of living a middle-class income to have that man back, she’d gladly embrace it and forgo the high bank balance from his bestsellers.


  Hell, she’d live in a tent in the woods with him if it meant she could have the old Steve back.


  Without him drinking, of course.


  Her mind drifted to the number she’d written in her organizer. The number of the divorce attorney one of her friends had used. Sami hadn’t quite worked up the nerve to call.


  Yet.


  She still prayed for change even though she knew she was only wasting time by hesitating.


  Lost in thought, Sami turned the horses home. Every week brought new arguments with Steve, escalating feuds.


  Thank God we don’t have kids.


  That stirred up wistful, conflicting feelings. She wanted children. In fact, they’d planned on having some when they could afford it. Now they could afford as many kids as they wanted, but every time she broached the subject, Steve always wanted to talk about it later. Plus, it was hard to have kids when your husband wouldn’t touch you in bed.


  After returning to the barn and grooming the horses, Sami mucked out the stalls. That finished, she couldn’t put off returning to the house, where Steve pounded away at his laptop behind his closed study door. He hadn’t taken a day off in weeks despite his burgeoning writer’s block.


  She was on her own for the day.


  Sami spotted Matt’s number on the Caller ID. After the morning’s events, the sight sent her down memory lane.


  This is stupid.


  The answering machine light blinked. She hit play. “Hey guys, it’s me. Give me a call when you get a chance, nothing important. Bye.”


  Sami touched the rings on her hand again. Matt always called when she needed him most.


  He answered on the third ring, and her heart skipped in a way it hadn’t in a long time.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s Sam.” Steve and others called her “Sami.” To Matt, she’d always been Sam. She closed her eyes and pictured his face. The curve of his lips, the smile in his eyes.


  “Hey, what’s up?” he asked.


  “You called me first.”


  “You and Boy Genius feel up to a game of tennis?”


  Sami glanced down the hall at Steve’s closed door. “I’d love to get out of here, but I doubt we’ll get his royal highness to leave the confines of his sanctuary.”


  “Is everything okay?”


  “He threw another tantrum this morning over a box of notes he put in the cellar and forgot. I’m ready to kill him or divorce him. Maybe both at this point. I’m really, really sick of his bullshit.”


  Matt’s tone softened. “Why don’t you meet me at the club? Leave him stewing at home. We’ll play for a couple of hours.”


  “You’ll kick my ass. You know I can’t play well. God knows you tried to teach me.”


  He laughed. “Why do you think I want to play you? I love an easy kill.”


  “Two okay?”


  “Looking forward to it.”


  She hung up and fought back memories, especially not wanting to go there after the bad morning she’d had with Steve. Why did she leave Matt and marry Steve? Oh yeah. At the time, she really wanted to get married and have children.


  For all the good it did her.


  She took a shower and tried to drop thoughts of the past.


  
Chapter Seven


   


  “Arrrr-oooof!” Sami dove for the ball and missed, almost losing her balance and going headlong into the fence.


  “Game!” Matt crowed, trotting over. “Good thing you aren’t a gambling woman.”


  “I’d bet on you,” she panted, rubbing a stitch in her side. It wasn’t even close, and she’d quit keeping score after the first set, playing just a way for her to relieve tension. They hadn’t played in months.


  Matt still moved as agile as ever. Three inches taller than her five feet eight, and some might say on the stocky side, built fit and solid. Sami couldn’t keep up with him, and she considered herself in good shape even though a few extra pounds had collected over the years in her hips and thighs.


  She pulled the ponytail holder from her brown hair and corralled the stray strands that had come loose during their match. Matt patted her shoulder. “Want something to drink? My treat.” His hair had turned prematurely gray, more salt than pepper, but his face looked years younger than forty-three, with playful blue-gray eyes.


  “Ought to be, the way you almost killed me.” She reached for her bag when a wave of dizziness swept over her. Matt dropped his racket, steadying her.


  “You okay, Sam?”


  She held on, meeting his eyes, her heart skipping a beat. “Yeah…yeah, I’m okay.”


  He studied her, and she fought the urge to hug him. “You sure, sweetie?”


  She finally found the sense of mind to nod. “I’m okay. Just the heat. I need some water.”


  He grabbed her bag despite her protests and led her into the snack bar. Once he had her settled at a table in the air-conditioning, he fetched bottles of water.


  “So, how’s Boy Genius’s latest masterpiece?” he asked upon his return.


  Sami studied the table.


  “Sam?” Matt gently touched her hand.


  “You’ll have to ask him. I took a peek at the file a couple of days ago. He was in the shower and left the computer up.”


  “And?”


  She shrugged. “It sucks. You know what pisses me off? He’s blocked, but he won’t talk about it. He used to bounce stuff off me all the time. Now it’s like I don’t even exist unless he needs me for something.” She snorted in aggravation. “Or he wants to yell at me about something.”


  “He hasn’t said anything about the book?”


  She took another sip. “No. I ask him, ‘How’s the book?’ and he says, ‘Fine.’ That’s it.”


  “But it’s not fine?”


  Might as well let it all out. “He thinks he’s hiding it. He never used to be like this, and I hate it. Getting information out of him is like dragging a right-wing Republican into a MoveOn.org meeting.”


  Matt studied his water bottle. “Is he drinking again?” he quietly asked.


  She looked away. “I hope not.” She rolled the bottle around in her hands and then sighed. “Actually, the sad thing is, part of me hopes he is so I can stick a fork in this marriage and call it done for good.”


  “Do you want me to talk to him?”


  She shook her head, not meeting his eyes. “I’m tired of talking.”


  They sat in silence for a while. She felt like he wanted to say something. “What is it?”


  “Hmm? What?”


  She smiled. “I don’t think we ever lost that ESP. What’s on your mind?”


  “I really miss that.” He dropped his gaze. “I wanted to ask if you needed any help with the move.”


  “What move?”


  Matt froze. “Steve didn’t tell you?”


  “Matthew Barry, please. Steve didn’t tell me what?”


  “About the house he rented for you two?”


  Sami closed her eyes. “What house?”


  Matt reddened, embarrassed. “Uh, the house he rented in Florida for the summer? Outside of Brooksville?”


  A Florida native, Sami hadn’t lived there in over ten years. Ohio was home ever since she graduated from Ohio University and took a teaching position before her first novel sold and she could write full-time. Ohio was home. With Steve.


  With Matt.


  “When did he do this?”


  “He told me last week. He didn’t say anything to you about it?”


  She leaned back in her chair and fought the urge to scream. “Not a thing. Christ.”


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth.”


  She touched his hand and resisted the urge to hold it. “No, Matt, it’s not your fault. Steve’s been working his way toward an asshole of the year award. I think he finally earned it.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt watched her drive off, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. He never should have let her get away in the first place. It had taken every ounce of will in his body not to slug Steve when he broke the news the other day. Steve wanted to take Sam to Florida for the summer.


  His Sam.


  He’d assumed the dumb-ass would have told her by now.


  How long did he torture himself? Maybe this was for the best. Maybe with Sam in Florida, he could finally get her out of his mind. God knows nothing else had worked over the years. And except in his heart, she wasn’t his anymore anyway.


  Maybe it was time for some distance.


  But could he handle it?


   


  * * * *


   


  Normally respectful of Steve’s privacy, Sami burst through his study door, flinging it open so hard it slammed against the wall and bounced halfway back. Steve looked up from his laptop, startled.


  “Steven Corey, what the hell’s your problem?”


  Stunned into momentary silence by her fury, he finally asked, “Honey, what’s wrong?”


  “Don’t you honey me, asshole. What’s wrong? You’ve been acting like a major prick for the past several months, then you chew me out this morning for something I didn’t do. Now Matt tells me you’ve rented a house in Florida, and you haven’t bothered to tell me! You better explain why I shouldn’t kick your ass out right now.”


  He blanched, visibly shaken. “Oh, no! I meant to tell you, honey—I wanted it to be a surprise.”


  “Well, congratulations, you surprised me. What the hell do you think you’re doing? Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t just go ahead and file for divorce and get it over with? I am sick of this bullshit!”


  It wasn’t the first time she’d broached the subject of divorce, but this was the first time he actually seemed to hear her say the word.


  He started talking, and it spilled out, the stress, the writer’s block, the anxiety, how he wanted them to get away for a while. When he finished, Sami thought she glimpsed her husband behind the desk, the man she married, apologetic for hurting her yet again.


  Sami took a deep breath and walked over to him. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her into his lap.


  “I know I’ve been shitty to you lately,” he said, “and I’m sorry. And I wouldn’t blame you if you did leave me. I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me. I need to get away. I wanted to surprise you for our anniversary. I meant to tell you but…” He waved his hand, indicating the scattered papers on his desk and floor. “I got busy again. I’m sorry. Can I have one more chance? Please?”


  She took a deep breath and tried to calm her temper. One more chance. What could it hurt? “What about the horses? I can’t leave them, and I won’t board them.”


  “That’s what’s so great about this place. Ten acres of land, smack in the middle of a state forest. Fenced, a barn, miles of riding trails, we’ll trailer them down. I’ve thought this out. It’ll be great, a way to spend some time together…”


  
Chapter Eight


   


  Sami didn’t really want to go to Florida, but made the plans anyway.


  It’s just for the summer. I’ll hold off filing for divorce until after he gets this book turned in. I told him I’d give him one more chance.


  She knew it was a cop-out on her part, but despite all the bullshit she’d put up with from him lately, she didn’t want to screw up his progress on the book.


  And it would give her time to get her ducks in a row for the divorce. She didn’t want his money. She just wanted a return to a peaceful life.


  Who am I kidding? I want to be with Matt.


  She resented the fact that she felt taken in by Steve. He wooed her with one personality, then changed once they were married. She couldn’t exactly call him abusive, considering what she’d grown up witnessing, but life was too short to live like this.


  And time away from Matt would give her time to think clearly, to make sure this was the right decision.


  It took her all of the three weeks she had to get packed and organized for their trip. Steve had rented the house for six months. While Sami wasn’t looking forward to a hot Florida summer, she enjoyed Steve’s slightly improved mood. With the secrets out in the open, Steve acted somewhat his old self again, and Sami tried to put his sour disposition behind her. He wasn’t totally back to normal, but at least he wasn’t picking fights or being nasty as much as he had been.


  Unfortunately, his libido didn’t improve either.


  The drive down wasn’t bad. Except for several rest stops to stretch the horses, they drove straight through. Matt had meetings in Tampa in a few weeks and would drive down in Sami’s Explorer with another trailerload of items.


  He would also bring Pog, their five-year-old yellow Lab. Sami didn’t like saddling Matt with the rambunctious dog, but she’d never trailered the horses more than a few miles and knew her nerves would be taxed enough by the trip without an eighty-pound bundle of hyperactive dog, too. She’d miss him but trusted Matt to take good care of him.


  Sami drove the last leg of the journey on Tuesday evening while Steve navigated from the maps provided by the real estate company.


  “It’s right off the interstate. The exit’s only a few miles ahead,” he said.


  The sun sank dangerously low on the horizon. “I hope so. I don’t want to hunt around in the woods for this place after dark.”


  She followed Steve’s directions to a service road encircling a hotel, ending at a gate with a cattle guard crossing. Slowing, she carefully bumped across the rough surface and rolled to a stop in front of the gatehouse.


  She climbed down from the truck and stretched, her spine popping. Steve went to the ranger shack while she checked the horses. Their nostrils flared as they sniffed the strange air.


  “I know, boys. Just a few more minutes. I hope.”


  A brown wooden sign with yellow lettering read “Withlacoochee State Forest—Croom Motorcycle Area.” She looked down the road. It was deep, sandy clay loam, loose and dry, deeply rutted by hundreds of vehicles, trailers, dirt bikes, and ATVs. A quarter mile ahead, the road climbed in what she considered a steep grade for the conditions. She was grateful for the truck’s four-wheel drive package. Which led to another thought as she watched a truck towing a small motorcycle trailer slough past her through the deep sand and charge up the grade—how would they drive that without beating the horses to death?


  Steve walked around the back of the trailer while Sami watched the truck’s banzai run as it fishtailed in the sandy loam. Behind Steve followed a man wearing a green Department of Forestry uniform and baseball cap.


  “Sami, this is Tom Jenkins, the head park ranger. We were talking about the horses—”


  She pointed at the hill, where the truck and trailer disappeared over the top. “You don’t have to tell me. I’ll ride them in.” The trailer was a four-horse slant, but they’d filled the front two stalls with items they brought from Ohio, not to mention enough feed and hay for the horses for a week. It was heavy even without the horses.


  “Um, Mrs. Corey, in all honestly, it’ll be difficult. There’s still a lot of bikes around this time of day. Your horses are liable to spook.”


  Sami was exhausted, pre-menstrual, and in no mood to debate the issue. She’d already unhooked the back door. “You let me worry about it. Steve, get me Mutt’s saddle and both bridles out of the front.”


  If it wasn’t so late and she didn’t have a government employee as a witness, she’d strangle Steve. He mentioned nothing about an off-road ATV park when he talked up the house’s benefits. Ten acres in a state park with miles of trails, that’s what he’d said.


  Steve talked with the ranger, getting detailed directions. From her best guess they still had an hour of daylight, but it would be darker in the woods. Ten minutes later she swung into the saddle and Steve handed her Jeff’s reins. “Let’s go,” she said.


  “Okay, hon.”


  He got into the truck and dropped it into four-wheel low. Building up speed before the grade, the truck’s engine revved and strained as he gunned it, the wheels spinning a few times and fishtailing, the trailer bouncing, but Steve made it up the hill without getting stuck. Once he reached the crest he waited for Sami to catch up.


  That was the worst. It took ten minutes at the horses’ walking pace to reach their driveway, a winding dirt track disappearing into twilight gloom through the slash pines and scrub oaks. Sami didn’t know if it was the horses’ jumpiness or her nerves, but she felt relieved when they emerged in a large, mostly cleared, fenced-in property. The gate was off, but leaning against a nearby post.


  The house stood guard over all, with a small barn about fifty yards away. Lights shined in the house, and a Jeep was parked out front.


  Steve climbed out of the truck as Sami rode up. “Are you sure this is it?” she asked.


  He nodded, consulting the sheaf of papers in his hand. “The agent said he’d meet us.”


  The front door opened and a young man walked down the porch steps to meet them. “Hi, I’m Andy Wilson. You must be the Coreys.”


  Steve shook hands, making the introductions.


  Andy nodded to Sami. “I’ve got all your paperwork, and I’ll give you the grand tour.”


  The man, maybe in his early twenties, seemed nervous and in a hurry.


  Sami wouldn’t be rushed. “I’d like to put the horses up first.”


  “Oh, sure. I’ll show you where the lights are.” They followed him to the barn, Steve taking Jeff’s reins from Sami. Andy fumbled inside the barn doorway for a moment, as if reluctant to step inside the building, and the lights came on. It was a four-stall stable with a tack room, old and in desperate need of a good cleaning, but sturdy.


  Dispensing with the horses’ normal grooming, she made a quick safety check of the small corral adjacent to the barn and turned them out until she could attend to them properly. Andy seemed relieved to return to the house, but from his nervous demeanor she suspected he wouldn’t relax until the property disappeared from his rearview mirror.


  Sami sympathized—she felt it. An unsettled atmosphere, almost like an impending rainstorm despite the clear dusk sky. A feeling of being watched.


  Or, maybe just exhaustion from a long trip.


  The house was ugly. She couldn’t soften that impression, and it didn’t help her mood. It looked like a Queen Anne–style, two stories, and what appeared to be a large attic with a windowed corner turret. The clapboard siding was a dark gray color, maybe faded from black, or mildewed from white. It had promise, but only with a lot of TLC and elbow grease. A newer screened porch wrapped around the entire first floor, and a carport with a storage room extended off the kitchen.


  “Are those basement windows?” she asked as they climbed the porch stairs.


  Andy looked where she pointed. “Oh, yes. This area is very high and dry, unlike most of the state.”


  They walked into the kitchen. It was clean, but Sami didn’t see many redeeming features beyond that. Fifties-style enameled-steel cabinets covered the walls, and an ugly but serviceable dinette with four mismatched chairs sat in the center on the faded and scratched white-and-green checkerboard linoleum. A new refrigerator, stove, and microwave still bore manufacturer stickers. Andy pointed out the basement door, which she first assumed was a pantry.


  “How old is the house?” she inquired.


  He consulted the notes. “Um, built around 1908. It’s been renovated several times.”


  “Renovated?” Steve doubtfully asked.


  Andy laughed. “Yeah, I know, but at least the electric and plumbing are up to date, and it’s got a two-year-old central heat and air system. The washer and dryer are downstairs, brand new.”


  He consulted the paperwork. “There’s also a new diesel emergency generator. It’ll power the house, the AC, and the well pump. There’s a phone in the hall, that’s the only one, but there are several phone jacks and you can get DSL connected. No cable, but there’s a satellite dish. The details on activating the service are in the information packet.”


  The living room furniture appeared newer than the kitchen dinette by maybe a decade. Serviceable, but ugly. The hardwood floors were polished to a rich glow, and the dark-green area rug looked old, but clean. Beige curtains didn’t detract from the beautiful, pecky cypress paneling. An imposing, rustic stone fireplace dominated an interior wall, dark and sooty. In one corner, a large bay window, complete with window seat, invited thoughts of relaxing evenings. Through another doorway was a large room, empty except for a battered antique sideboard in desperate need of a good polishing.


  “Some areas of the house are better than others,” Andy said. “Did I mention it’s for sale?”


  Sami glanced at Steve, saw his interest piqued.


  “How much?” Steve asked.


  Andy consulted his notes. “Five hundred thousand, but they’ll take offers.”


  Sami’s bullshit meter buzzed. No real-estate expert, but she knew the price was too low considering the location and acreage. She steered Steve away from the subject as well as down the hall. Past the staircase, a door on the right opened on a room a little smaller than his office at home, equipped with a mammoth antique desk that took up an entire corner.


  “Hey, it’s perfect.” He opened the curtains. “I can see the whole back of the property. All I need is a bookcase.”


  “Isn’t that a neat desk?” Andy asked. “It belonged to the original owner, George Simpson. It’s pretty banged up, but I bet it’d be great refinished.”


  Sami turned. “Can you show me the rest of the house? I’m sure you want to get out of here.”


  “Thanks, I’d appreciate it.”


  Sami, practically dragging Steve, followed Andy as he finished their downstairs tour. Another room—sharing a closet wall with what was now Steve’s office—empty, but could be used as Sami’s office. And a full bathroom, complete with claw-legged tub and brand-new toilet.


  Upstairs appeared in better shape, with new wallpaper and mattresses in two of the four bedrooms. The master bedroom had an attached bathroom with shower, while the other three bedrooms shared a large, recently renovated guest bath. The guest bathroom backed against the master bath and separated the master bedroom from the furnished guest room. New peach-and-cream-colored tile, highlighted by mosaics, lined the wall surrounding a deep, sunken whirlpool bath, complete with gleaming brass fixtures. A separate shower, modern low-volume toilet, and ceramic pedestal sink completed the ensemble.


  They would use the other two bedrooms for storage. They contained a conglomeration of furniture, including a bookcase Steve claimed for his office.


  “The last residents started renovating and finished this before they moved,” Andy said.


  More alarms went off in Sami’s mind. “Why would they start all this work and move?”


  Andy shrugged. “I wasn’t managing the property then, but apparently they had some personal issues and backed out of their purchase agreement. It was owner financing. So it’s for sale again. They’re renting it to pay the taxes and insurance.”


  “Why so cheap?”


  “I think because she’s older, and her son’s pressuring her to sell. You know, this whole area has a fascinating history. I haven’t lived here long. I’m sure you could look up more information at the library.”


  “I might do that,” Sami said.


  He showed them how to open the attic stairs, then led them downstairs to go over final details. She watched Steve take in their new surroundings. Sami knew that look.


  Steve had already fallen in love with the house, no doubt scheming to talk her into buying. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the lack of money argument. If there wasn’t a toxic waste dump or a gateway to Hell under the basement, it was a pretty sweet deal.


  “If you need anything,” Andy said, “the contact numbers are in the folder. Enjoy your stay.” They watched his taillights disappear into the rapidly descending darkness.


  “Well, what now, Boy Genius?” she asked Steve.


  “I guess we unload.”


  “What’s this ‘we’ stuff? You unload. Everything into the living room. I’ve got horses to take care of.” She stopped by the trailer for hay and feed, then traipsed through the yard to the corral.


  Both horses nervously circled, their ears constantly flicking back and forth like furry radar. They anxiously nosed her when she walked through the gate.


  “Easy, boys,” she soothed, putting their buckets down and finding a hose to fill the trough. Steve dropped the trailer and unloaded their things into a pile in the middle of the living room. There were still plenty of boxes in the back of the truck and in the front of the trailer—their luggage, laptops, printers, files, notes, office supplies, and assorted items they didn’t want to be without for six months.


  Sami located their overnight bags and found towels and linens in an upstairs closet. “I’ve got dibs on the upstairs tub,” she declared. Five minutes later she was soaking to ease her sore back. When she finished, she found Steve downstairs, showered and changed.


  He studied the information packet. “There’s a grocery store nearby.” He picked up two key rings, handed her one. “I’d like to get enough for breakfast.” They left all the lights on to help them find the house again, and carefully made their way down the driveway. Sami felt a perceptible pall lift, as if emerging from a dark cloud when they spotted the interstate running parallel to the park’s main road.


  She shook it off as nerves and put her mind to the job at hand.


  
Chapter Nine


   


  “I don’t suppose this place came with a lawn mower?” Sami asked the next morning. She stood on the screened porch and looked at the property, wrapping both hands around her coffee mug and taking a sip. The slight chill in the damp morning air would quickly dissipate as the sun rose.


  “Yeah, we brought our own.” Steve laughed and pointed at the geldings.


  She looked at him. “Not funny.”


  “Well, the entire property is fenced. All we have to do is rehang the gate, leave the pasture open, and let them roam.”


  “I want a lawn mower.”


  “Sure.” Like a lord, he surveyed his estate.


  The worst of Sami’s initial unease disappeared with the morning sun. They’d bought enough groceries to get them through lunch, but Sami wanted time to plan before embarking on a shopping marathon. She went inside, into the remarkably cool air-conditioning—at least a few things about the house were modern—and sat at the kitchen table to make her list. She cornered Steve when he returned.


  “Okay, listen. We need a local bank account for local checks. Agreed?”


  He nodded. She knew he wasn’t paying attention. She tried to rein in her irritation.


  “Steve, are you going to help me or not? This was your idea.” Not that it should surprise her if he disappeared. That was one of her pet peeves. He’d come up with great ideas and leave her to handle the details, like it or not.


  “You can handle this. I want to set up my office and get the DSL connected.”


  “You’re more interested in playing around on the Internet than getting this done?” She knew she was sniping but didn’t think it fair for him to unilaterally decide to move them for the summer, then saddle her with all the work.


  “That’s not true. I just want to get back into my routine. If you really need me, I’ll help. You can do this stuff without me. I trust your judgment.”


  Disgusted, she threw the pen down. “All right. Go do your thing. I guess I have to take care of everything.”


  “Thanks, hon.” Her sarcasm apparently lost on him, he stood, kissed her on the forehead, and walked to his office, leaving her to angrily wonder how she let herself get cornered.


  Again.


   


  * * * *


   


  An hour later, Sami had a lengthy list and most of their bags and boxes distributed. Since Steve insisted on her making the decisions, she decided to buy furniture.


  I’ll be damned if I’ll be uncomfortable while I’m here.


  The beds in the upstairs bedrooms would do fine. They’d ripped the plastic off the new mattress in the master bedroom before making it the night before. The antique four-post iron bed frame was battered, but ornate. The towels and sheets weren’t the best quality, but they were new and clean. The upstairs linen closet held enough linens for both beds and bathrooms. Sami wondered if they were left over from prior residents or courtesy of the real-estate company.


  The old dresser in the master bedroom had potential. She decided to leave it where it was. The guest room had a nearly new, unpainted pine dresser that would suffice. She warmed up to the idea of buying the house. It would be fun to bring out the best in it. Not to mention what a great way to escape Ohio winters. Didn’t every famous horror writer need an old house with character?


  It would mean not living close to Matt, but still…


  She stopped herself. Chances were she wouldn’t even be married to Steve by this time next year. Maybe sooner.


  In the warm light of day the exterior didn’t look nearly as foreboding as it appeared the night before, but it was still ugly and in dire need of paint. The only landscaping was four lonely podocarpus bushes, one at each corner of the house. Despite her notoriously black thumb, she envisioned a few flower beds, maybe a couple of citrus trees.


  Which reminded her to make arrangements to get feed and hay for the horses. Armed with a phone book, Sami made her calls, noted directions, and shouted down the hall to Steve, “I’m leaving. You coming?”


  “No,” he yelled back. “I want to finish setting up my office.”


  She shook her head in disgust and grabbed her purse, keys, and list. At the gatehouse she stopped and talked briefly with the ranger on duty, not the same one who greeted them the evening before. The gatehouse held their mailbox along with eight others belonging to rangers and volunteers living in the park near the campground.


  Thirty minutes later, she shopped for furniture in Brooksville. “It’s your lucky day,” she told the salesman. “Follow me.”


  She pointed out what she wanted, told him it had to be delivered by the next day even if it meant getting the display models, and didn’t blink at the total. She produced her platinum AmEx, enjoying his astonished look when he read the name and finally made the connection.


  Nothing like a little retail therapy on your husband’s dime to improve a girl’s mood.


  They arranged delivery for the next morning.


  From there to the bank. Next, the feed store, where she arranged to have a large round hay bale delivered. Last, the Winn-Dixie near the park and home again. She forced Steve out of his study to help her unload. By God he’d help, like it or not. While she had his captive attention, she filled him in on the day’s details.


  “The furniture will arrive tomorrow morning. Until we decide for sure if we’re buying the place, we should keep the old furniture in case the owner wants it. There’s probably enough room in the basement for the old stuff, but I’ll need your help.”


  With the groceries unloaded and covering the table and kitchen counters, Steve’s attention wandered. “Okay. I’ve got to get back to work. When you really need me, let me know.”


  Sami stifled an outraged scream and forced a smile. “Okay. I’ll do that.”


  He smiled and gave her a peck on the cheek before heading back to his study. “Thanks, hon. You’re the best.”


  “The best what, doormat?” she muttered at his retreating back.


   


  * * * *


   


  With the groceries put away, Sami made herself a sandwich. Disgusted with Steve’s lack of help, Sami didn’t ask if he was hungry.


  If he wants lunch, he can damn well make it himself.


  She opened the basement door. She found a single light switch just to the left of the door. When she flicked it, a single bare bulb struggled to illuminate the stairs. A brand-new washer and dryer, a utility mop sink, and a fairly new electric water heater filled one corner. They had to get down there somehow—the stairs couldn’t be as rickety as they looked to support that kind of weight.


  She tentatively stepped down, holding on to the railing, and to her immense relief found it much sturdier than it looked. Flicking another light switch at the bottom brought two sets of four-banger fluorescents to life, illuminating the half of the basement near the washer and dryer.


  It felt cooler down here, due to the insulating effect of the ground. The basement windows were filthy, and she mentally added that to her rapidly growing list. It appeared she’d have very little time for her own writing over the next couple of weeks.


  A sudden chill swept through her. She turned, taking in the entire basement. An old pine plank bookcase lined the far wall, filled with a variety of books. She walked over, rubbing her hands over her arms to smooth the creeping gooseflesh, and noticed this side of the room seemed cloaked in shadows, as if light retreated from the bookcase.


  She strained to read many of the spines, an eclectic mixture from the occult to Bibles, old reading primers, Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys books.


  She realized despite the thick cobwebs lining the ceiling, someone in the not-too-distant past had painted the basement walls light gray. A rolled-up carpet lay on the floor on the far side of the room, and an old table tennis table, folded in half, rested against one wall.


  Creepy place for a game room. The air felt wrong.


  There was a pile of boxes stacked under the stairs, and more around the other walls. She would have to sort through them eventually. She didn’t want to store someone else’s junk. Hating to admit it, Sami read the handwriting on the wall—Steve was in love.


  With the house.


  Using a stepladder, she managed to open the windows and let in a little more light. Resisting the urge to rifle through the boxes, she neatly stacked them along one wall, leaving plenty of room for the old furniture. She collected her newly purchased cleaning supplies and spent the next two hours knocking down cobwebs, sweeping up dust, and cleaning the windows. By three o’clock she was filthy, tired, but feeling a little better about having a clean basement.


  The basement door opened and Steve poked his head in.


  “Sami?”


  “Down here.”


  He looked around in awe. “Jesus! You went through here like a white tornado. It looks a hell of a lot better.”


  She held her tongue and tried to keep the worst of the sarcasm out of her voice. “You’re just in time to help.”


  “I haven’t helped you much, have I?” he asked sheepishly, walking over to her.


  “No, you haven’t.” He looked remorseful. She felt her irritation slip away. “I know you want to work, but I need some help. Once it’s livable you can lock yourself in your study all summer. Deal?”


  He hugged her. “Deal. I’m sorry I’m a schmuck.”


  She sighed. “But you’re my schmuck.”


   


  * * * *


   


  They started in the living room, moving the largest pieces first. The couch being the heaviest, Steve took the lead going down the stairs, shouldering most of the weight. The rest of the furniture was fairly easy to move, although traipsing up and down stairs quickly grew old.


  “What about the stuff in the kitchen?” he asked.


  “No, it stays. I bought a big set for the dining room, but this is good enough for now.”


  Not that they would have large dinner parties, but she couldn’t stand the dining room’s empty look.


  And it made her feel good to spend the money considering all the bullshit Steve had put her through over the years.


  Dark descended as they moved their last load of furniture into the basement.


  “I’m done,” she announced. “I’m going to have a good soak.”


  He hugged her. “I’ll take care of dinner.”


  “Feeling guilty?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good.” She didn’t care if she sounded bitchy. She was tired, sore, filthy, and wanted him to share her misery for once. She was tired of trying to put on a good show for him so he didn’t feel guilty for acting like a prick.


  She settled in the steaming water and groaned as her aching muscles soaked. It allowed her a little time for contemplation, too.


  I’m as bad as Mom was. How many years had she witnessed her mom playing peacemaker and giving her father second chances? Fuck me, I joined the codependents club without even knowing it.


  She sank lower in the water and wished she was back in Ohio.


  By the time she finished, Steve had perfectly cooked steaks and baked potatoes ready.


  “Sami, I appreciate you being such a good sport.”


  She stared across the table, hoping maybe the bad feelings she’d had for the past several months would be nothing but distant memories very soon. “I wish you’d helped more.”


  “I’m sorry.” His eyes brightened. “But wait’ll you hear the great ideas I’ve got for the book…”


  Aaannnnd they’re off! He launched into an excited monologue about the novel’s plot, certain the change of scenery must have helped because his mind felt so much clearer, the words flowed into cohesive thought—on and on until she tuned him out, nodding when necessary, wanting to do little more than eat and vegetate.


  He picked up their plates. “You relax. I’ll do the dishes.”


  Sami didn’t argue. She set up their portable stereo and put in a jazz CD to soothe her nerves. Taking her laptop upstairs, she lounged on their bed, listening to the music drift up from below.


  When her eyes drooped, she shut the computer off and stretched out. She didn’t know anything else until her eyes flew open, alone in bed, her heart racing, the house dark and silent.


  Fumbling for a moment, she found the light button on her watch and realized it was after midnight.


  “Steve?”


  She shivered as her voice echoed off the bare walls.


  She climbed out of bed and made her way down the hall. “Steve? Where are you?”


  Downstairs felt empty, too. He’d shut the stereo off. The door to his study stood partially open, light spilling into the hallway from the desk lamp, but his computer sat dark.


  No Steve.


  She opened the door to the basement and suppressed another shiver. Despite the lights being off she called out, “Steve? Are you down there?”


  He wasn’t in the kitchen. She stepped out onto the porch. The truck was nosed into the carport where she’d left it. Across the yard she spotted Mutt and Jeff in the corral, their heads hung in sleep. She walked the porch, circling the house, still no Steve.


  She felt watched. As a severe case of the willies overcame her, she fought the urge to run into the house and slam the door behind her.


  “Steven Corey, this isn’t very damn funny!”


  She realized the Florida sounds she expected—crickets, frogs, whip-poor-wills—were all missing. The woods were deathly silent around her.


  Moving slowly and with deliberation to rein in her growing panic, she went to the kitchen, found a flashlight, and slipped on her sneakers. She clicked on the front porch light and walked across the grass toward the barn, stopping at the edge of the light’s reach. The geldings were now awake and watching her.


  She turned the flashlight on and crossed the remaining ocean of blackness to the barn. She turned on the barn lights. Except for the horses, she found no one.


  Mutt was less apt to spook. She bridled him and mounted bareback. Riding the fence line around the entire property, stopping at a gate on the southern end she hadn’t noticed before because it was hidden from the house by a stand of trees. Scanning the dirt with the light, she saw the gate had been opened recently. A pair of bare footprints left the property, headed up a trail.


  “Dammit! What the hell does he think he’s doing?”


  Disgusted, she turned the gelding toward the barn. The thought of locking the doors and making Steve spend the night outside was tempting, but she didn’t want to wake up to let him in. A few minutes later she was back in bed and drifted to sleep, mostly irritated but a little concerned. Why had Steve wandered into the woods at night?


  Without shoes. Or a flashlight.


  He’s not a kid. I refuse to treat him like one anymore. If he wants to get lost and spend the night in the woods, that’s his problem.


  She wasn’t aware she wrapped her arms around his pillow as she fell asleep.


  
Chapter Ten


   


  The downstairs phone jolted Sami awake. Steve lightly snored on his side of the bed.


  Sami raced downstairs, grabbing the phone on the fifth ring.


  “Hello?”


  Matt. “Sam? You guys still alive? I’ve been trying your cell, but you didn’t answer.”


  She cringed. She’d forgotten to charge it. “I’m sorry. I meant to call you.” Shock replaced her wave of guilt as she glanced at her watch and realized it was nearly eight thirty. She never slept that late.


  “How is the house?”


  She filled him in on the details, including her irritation at Steve for saddling her with the dirty work. Then she remembered the night before and kept that to herself, wanting an explanation from Steve before venting to Matt. “How’s Pog?”


  “You mean this furry rubber ball you call a dog? Jesus, Sam, doesn’t this thing ever sleep?”


  “He’s pretty hyper.”


  “That’s an understatement. What’s in his kibble, coffee beans?”


  “I warned you he’s a handful.”


  “Aw, he’s not that bad. We’re getting along pretty well.”


  “You could ask the vet for a tranquilizer for the trip. For him, not for you.”


  “That’s the other reason I’m calling, I’m coming down two weeks early, if that’s okay? I could use a vacation. I thought since I deserve hazard pay for babysitting this holy terror, I could sponge off you two.”


  Her heart skipped a beat. He’d be there in only three weeks! “Sure. Of course it’s okay. You’re always welcome. Plenty of room.”


  “Keep in touch, let me know what’s going on, okay?”


  “Okay.” She hung up and stared at the phone. Three weeks.


  Reality shoved her moment of thrilled anticipation back in its closet. She ran back upstairs. The furniture would arrive anytime, and she was nowhere close to ready. Stripping her clothes off as she ran, she yanked the pillow out from under Steve’s head and slammed it down on his face.


  “Get up, it’s nearly nine!” She started the shower and checked on Steve. He moaned, protesting the disturbance of his slumber.


  She offered no sympathy. “It’s not my fault you decided to take a midnight stroll. Get your ass up out of that bed.”


  It took the shower a moment to warm up. She jumped in and, despite her rush, her mind wandered.


  Having Matt in the house would be a blessing—and a curse. It’d been over eight years. While she tried not to think about the relationship they’d had, pleasant memories crept to mind, mostly due to her deteriorating relationship with Steve.


  She couldn’t lie to herself and say she didn’t love Matt and want to be with him. She’d always love him. Her problems with Steve didn’t help any.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami’s pillow attack startled Steve, but he felt groggy, unable to get moving. Sami’s tone of voice more than her actual words finally broke through the veil of sleep holding him hostage.


  “What? What are you talking about?” She’d already jumped in the shower and couldn’t hear. She was pissed about something. He was well acquainted with that tone of voice over the past few years.


  And he knew his words or actions usually caused it.


  He rolled over and stared at the ceiling, scrubbing his face with his hands. Why the hell did he feel so tired this morning? It hadn’t been that late when he went to bed.


  Had it?


  He threw the covers back and sat up. Looking down, he realized with some surprise that his feet were filthy.


  “What the hell?”


  He pulled the covers down to the foot of the bed. Dark sugar sand coated his side of the sheets. Whatever he’d done last night, he had no recollection of it.


  A cold, hard rock settled in his stomach, chilling him. He shivered as gooseflesh pimpled his arms.


  He brushed the sand off the sheets as best he could and quickly made the bed. There was an identical set of sheets in the linen closet. He’d change them later when Sami was busy doing other things. Then he stopped, rational thought finally taking over.


  She already knew more than he did. Why else would she be so upset?


  Still, the sheets had to be changed. No reason to piss her off even more.


  He heard the water shut off, and he quickly stripped and slipped past Sami into the shower while she towel dried her hair. He snapped the shower curtain closed and turned the water on, nearly scalding himself until he fumbled for the handle and adjusted the temperature. He sloshed his feet around to rinse off the worst of the dirt.


  “I’m sorry I overslept, honey.”


  “Where the hell did you go last night?” From the tone of her voice he knew he had a lot of sucking up to do.


  He didn’t have an answer. Unbidden, his mother’s voice came to him, a memory from his childhood.


  “Gonna have to bell you, Stevie, wanderin’ off like you do in the night. Can’t get a decent night’s sleep sometimes, boy.” He’d been six, and after his mom told him that, he’d had the mental image of looking like a small Elsie the Cow, a huge brass bell dangling from a collar around his neck.


  Sleepwalking. He drove his poor parents crazy until around age ten when he finally grew out of it. Then, as now, he never remembered his nightly excursions.


  “I’m sorry, Sami. I don’t remember anything. I must have been sleepwalking.”


  “Sleepwalking?” She yanked the shower curtain open, unmindful of the water splashing onto the floor. “You go out in the middle of the night and give me a severe case of the creeps and you were sleepwalking? Since when do you sleepwalk?” She turned away, leaving the shower curtain open.


  He drew it closed again. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand it. I haven’t done it in years, since I was a kid. My parents considered tying me to my bed for a while.”


  “Well, you better quit doing it, or you’ll find yourself locked out of the house. That ought to wake you up. I’ve put up with enough shit from you over the years, I certainly don’t need you adding ‘scaring the crap out of Sami’ to the list.”


  She walked into the bedroom and left him alone with his thoughts. He vaguely remembered a dream about the woods, something about a woman, perhaps. It was too vague and disjointed for him to remember anything of substance.


  He shook his head and finished showering.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami was having coffee and a bagel when Steve made his way downstairs a few minutes later. He walked up behind her and kissed her on the back of the neck. She stiffened, but didn’t pull away.


  That was a good sign.


  “Honey, I’m sorry. Tell you what, I’ll make it up to you.”


  “How?”


  “I’m yours all day. Whatever you want, it’s done.”


  She turned to him, doubt in her eyes. “You mean it?”


  He crossed his heart. “I promise.”


  “I just don’t understand you, Steve.”


  He didn’t have time to answer, because a large box truck rumbled up the dirt driveway, bouncing and swaying on its overtaxed springs. Sami finished her bagel and went out the kitchen door to meet them. Steve longingly eyed the coffeepot, then unlocked the living room door and propped it open.


  Two hours later, the furniture had been unloaded and dispersed to the proper rooms, some of it to be rearranged later when Sami could put her full energy into it. The truck rumbled down the driveway, riding much higher than it had on arrival.


  “That’s pretty nice,” Steve said, looking over the new furnishings.


  “Thank you.” She still moved things around, trying to find an arrangement she liked.


  “What’d you spend?”


  She glared at him. “Do you really want to have this conversation with me right now, after what you’ve put me through the past few weeks?”


  He held up his hands in surrender. “Sorry—you’re right.” He tried to make amends. “It looks nice. You did a good job picking it out.”


  His words softened her. “Thank you.”


  Normally he would have teased her by complaining about the expense, but he knew better than to push her buttons today.


  Especially after last night.


  Besides, if they had a house full of furniture she liked, it would be easier to talk her into buying the house, which he’d already decided to do.


  She wasn’t a shopaholic, but a houseful of new furniture improved her mood, and she even offered to make him lunch. He ate in the kitchen, trying to rest his back, while she stood in the living room, jockeying around the lighter pieces of furniture between bites. When he finished and felt it safe to emerge, he went to the living room and asked her about the next chore.


  “We’re buying a lawn mower. I need you to hook up the trailer while I offload the rest of the feed. We also need a pressure washer.”


  “I’m sorry I asked.” Inside he smiled. She was planning, which meant she might want to stay.


   


  * * * *


   


  They returned home with a new lawn tractor and a large pressure washer in the trailer, along with other supplies. The round hay bale had been delivered in their absence, dropped inside the pasture fence next to the corral, where the horses stretched their necks over the top of the fence and clipped off mouthfuls. She let them into the pasture to graze and they headed straight for the hay.


  Steve attacked the lawn while Sami tackled the barn. The electric was a later addition, the metal conduit and junction boxes not yet dulled by oxidation from the humid Florida air and complete with waterproof electrical sockets. She located an old wheelbarrow in what she was using as the tack room. She filled it several times with old, musty straw from the stalls and started a muck pile near the far fence. She then hooked up the pressure washer and cleaned everything with a mild bleach solution. Once up to her standards she took a break and checked on Steve’s progress.


  He’d almost finished. The property looked a lot better with the tall weeds knocked down, and Sami felt better than she had since arriving. Steve rode over after making his last pass and shut the tractor off.


  “Well, Chief, do I pass inspection?”


  She felt a wave of guilt over his good nature. He was trying. If his sudden bout of sleepwalking was unexpected, it certainly wasn’t a reason to hold a grudge. She leaned over and kissed his sweaty forehead.


  “You certainly do. You’ve got the rest of the day off.”


  “But I promised I’d help.”


  “You did, and I appreciate it. I’m going to take a ride and putter around for a while and then call it a day. Go ahead and clean up and do whatever you want.” She smiled. “Your publisher is expecting a book out of you. Matt’s coming down early for some R & R. He’ll give you holy hell if you miss your deadline.”


  He hugged her. “Thanks, hon. Why don’t we call in a pizza? Isn’t there a place across the street from Winn-Dixie?”


  She nodded. Cooking was the last thing she wanted to do. “That’s a good idea.”


   


  * * * *


   


  She groomed and saddled Jeff and headed back to the gate she found the night before. She dismounted, opened it, and rode through. Steve had returned the same way he’d left, his footprints still clearly visible in the dirt, although they were now occasionally crossed by dirt bike tracks. The trail ran south along the property line, eventually curving off to the east and up a small hill into a thick stand of pine trees.


  Jeff shied away from the trail and Sami dismounted, encouraging the gelding to follow.


  “C’mon boy, don’t wuss out on me now.” She found a small clearing where the tracks disappeared in the thick bed of pine needles carpeting the ground. A small stone marker stood in the center of the clearing. As she approached, she realized with a chill it was a gravestone.


  George Simpson, 1863-1908. No epitaph, just cold letters chiseled into a small granite marker. The name sounded familiar. She searched her memory and drew a blank. Several old, rotting wooden markers stood nearby, the names lost to the ages. She also noticed several piles of stones scattered around the clearing. Some sort of cairns, she suspected, maybe left by early settlers or native tribes. Despite a raging case of the crawling creeps, the clearing intrigued her. She decided to go to the library to do more research. Maybe it was fodder for her next book.


  She circled the outer edge of the clearing, the gelding still in tow, and found no other footprints except where Steve had followed his own back trail.


  He came to visit a graveyard he knew nothing about?


  She clipped that line of thought and led Jeff from the clearing.


  
Chapter Eleven


   


  “What the hell is that?”


  Sami, her eyes wide and mouth full of pizza, shook her head in amazement.


  Steve cocked his head. “How the hell do they even get into that position?”


  Sami swallowed her pizza before she choked on it and looked at the remote control. “Forget how they got into it, how do they get out?” They watched for a moment until Sami laughed. “I’m sorry, but this stuff’s too stupid. I didn’t think to ask what the Absolute Premium channel package included.” She changed the channel and instead of a porno movie, they watched two lions copulating on an African savannah.


  “Oh, great choice, Sami, bestiality.” Steve guffawed and held his hands up in defense as she slapped his shoulder.


  “All right, Boy Genius, you figure out the damn satellite dish!” She flung the remote at him and reached for another slice.


  Steve examined the remote and channel surfed. From a Japanese baseball game to a Spanish telenovella, there seemed little worth watching. He figured out how to access the channel guide, and they started seeing recognizable programs.


  He made another selection, bringing up an ABC channel where a news journal show was already in progress.


  “Stop right there—that’s fine,” Sami ordered.


  He shrugged and put the remote on the coffee table before reaching for his slice.


  He wouldn’t tell Sami to save his life, but he was dying to get back to the computer. He felt the manuscript pulling him, his imagination flourishing in ways he hadn’t felt in years.


  But her mood had improved, and he felt guilty about spooking her the night before on top of all the other bullshit he’d put her through, so he forced himself to stay. Her grouchy mood was his fault, and he knew it. It wasn’t fair to treat her the way he had and saddle her with the bulk of the work to boot. He also knew he was lucky she hadn’t already left him, considering the way his temper had spiraled out of control over the past months.


  And if she ever discovered the secrets he’d been keeping from her for years, all the lies he’d told her, she would leave him immediately. And he wouldn’t blame her in the least.


  When she went riding, he’d changed the sheets and washed the dirty ones, getting them dried and folded and back in the linen closet before she returned.


  He didn’t understand his sudden need to be secretive about it. She already knew more about his midnight walk than he did, so what difference would it make?


  “Did you remember any more about your journey last night?” she asked.


  “What?” Her question startled him, being so close to his thoughts. He hoped his face didn’t turn a deep, guilty red.


  “Your little nocturnal mission. Where you went.”


  He shook his head. “No. Not a thing.”


  “I followed your tracks when I went riding. There’s a small clearing southeast of here. Looks like an old cemetery.”


  The hair on the back of his neck stood up. “A what?”


  “Cemetery. You know, the place you’re going to end up one day really soon if you don’t quit pissing me off and scaring the crap out of me in the middle of the night?” She wore a wry smile. “One stone marker, several old wooden headstones, and several piles of rocks, sort of like cairns.”


  He shook his head. “I had no idea I went there.”


  He couldn’t read the look she gave him, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. “Well, that’s where you went.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami tolerated his nervous fidgeting as long as she could, both admiring his attempt to make her happy and irritated at him for acting like a child. “Why don’t you go on? I’ve got some stuff I want to do.”


  She watched him try to conceal his relief. “You sure?”


  She nodded, patting his leg. “Go, you earned it. I’m sorry I’m being a bitch. I’m tired, that whole episode freaked me out, and I want everything organized so I can get back to my work.”


  He kissed her, long and passionately. She felt a familiar stirring, feelings absent for far too long combined with months of longing for intimate contact.


  “Thanks, Sami. I appreciate it.” He was off the couch in a flash.


  And there went the feelings. She sighed as she watched his disappearing back. “Oh well.”


  She didn’t want to question what fragile progress he’d made since the move. Didn’t want to do anything to jinx the situation so he could get his book turned in on time. At least he was trying to be nice.


  She cleaned up the leftovers and turned the TV off, turning the stereo on instead. There were still plenty of things needing attention in her office. She pulled her new desk away from the wall where the movers left it and repositioned it near the window, admittedly a great view. The wall sockets were close enough to access, and she set up her laptop.


  She’d also ordered a bookcase and locking file cabinet. Once she had them positioned where she wanted, she realized something about the dimensions didn’t feel right.


  In the hallway, she opened the closet between her office and Steve’s. His door was closed so she didn’t have to spend time answering questions. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary.


  Back in her office, she looked into the closet, which shared a wall with Steve’s office. It was tiny, but she supposed the one in Steve’s office was probably fairly large, taking up the remainder of space along the wall.


  Writing that night wasn’t an option because mental exhaustion had set in. Restless and bored, she turned off the computer and wandered upstairs, catching sight of the attic access. She had yet to venture up there.


  Sami stretched and grabbed the handle, and the staircase easily unfolded. She spied an old-fashioned button-type switch at the top of the steps and tried it. A dim bulb flickered to life, barely making a dent in the shadowy gloom.


  Retrieving a flashlight and brand-new 100-watt bulb from the kitchen, she climbed the attic stairs while watching for cobwebs. She replaced the old bulb, but the fixture wasn’t well placed and only cast more shadows across the attic floor.


  It was large enough to convert into another usable floor if needed, extending nearly the entire length and width of the house. There wasn’t as much junk as Sami expected. Just several jumbled piles of old boxes and more furniture, all covered in thick layers of dust. It couldn’t be attributed to disposal by recent residents because the thick, undisturbed layer of dust also carpeted the bare floor. Sami glanced behind her. Except for her footprints, there were no traces of other people.


  The turret and window seat at the front of the house was the highlight of the attic. She walked over. Despite the leftover heat from the day, she briefly felt a small chill, like she had in the basement.


  Shaking it off, she peered out the large window. The nearly full moon revealed a spectacular view of the woods looking out over the front of the property, the barn, all the way to where the cemetery trail disappeared into the woods.


  The house possessed a secret. Sami wasn’t sure what, but nothing about it made sense. The house had many residents throughout its history, none who stayed long, and an owner willing to sell far below fair market value. Acreage, especially in the middle of a state forest, wasn’t cheap. The house was large even by modern standards. A house renovated, in spits and spurts, by different residents, none completing a full refit.


  Leave it to Steve to get us involved in a real-life mystery.


  
Chapter Twelve


   


  Riding was out of the question. It wasn’t even seven thirty in the morning, and already Sami heard the whine of bikes and ATVs all over the park. She sat on the front porch with her coffee and watched the horses graze near the truck. She had closed the main gate so they could freely roam the property.


  Mutt spied her on the porch and carefully stepped to the walkway and stood there, bobbing his head up and down.


  “What do you want, you big mooch?”


  He shook his head again. Jeff ambled over.


  “Okay, hang on.” She retrieved a few carrots from the fridge. Then she sat at the bottom of the steps and encouraged the geldings to come all the way up the walk to her.


  Sami admitted she enjoyed having property where the horses could roam free. In Ohio, their pasture was only an acre. Even though she had access to miles of trails in the woods behind them, the property wasn’t large enough to allow the horses to roam like this. And while a white Christmas was beautiful, the risk of blizzards and protecting the horses from the cold always created a headache.


  You don’t get blizzards in Florida.


  She also wouldn’t have Matt. Who was she kidding? She wouldn’t be here in a year.


  “All gone.” She showed her empty palms, and the geldings nuzzled her hands before wandering off.


  “I thought I heard you.”


  Steve’s voice startled her. He must have come out the front door, because she didn’t hear the kitchen screen door squeak.


  “I’m always up this early,” she said. “I’m usually up by six every morning, Boy Genius. I don’t get to sleep in like you do.”


  He sat next to her on the step, motioning toward the horses with his own coffee mug. “They seem to like it here.”


  Sami nodded, sensing the conversation’s direction. “They do.”


  “Do you?”


  She fixed her gaze on the geldings. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have with him now. “We’ve only been here a couple of days, Steve.”


  “I think I’ll get a lot of work done here.” He took a sip, and when she didn’t say anything, he continued. “We can afford it.”


  “You’re right.” Sami wasn’t committing to anything.


  He tried again. “I hate cold winters.”


  “They are miserable.” She sensed his growing irritation. Sami refused to give him the satisfaction of interpreting his comments the way she knew he wanted her to. He needed to grow a set and learn to say what he meant.


  “Don’t have to worry about nosy neighbors,” he suggested.


  She shook her head. “Nope, no worries there.” Occasionally, Sami noticed photographers on their neighbors’ property snapping pictures of her riding. Sometimes they snagged a picture of Steve, and it would appear on a gossip website on a slow celebrity news day.


  He fidgeted with his mug. “What are you thinking?” he finally asked.


  “Steve, you’re the one with something on your mind. I’m sitting here enjoying the morning and watching the horses. If you have something you want to say, spit it out.”


  “You’re a real bitch sometimes, you know that?” He stood and dumped the dregs of his coffee.


  Sami blocked his path. “I’m a bitch? You know what, you’d better get your head on straight. I told you before we left Ohio that you need a major attitude adjustment, or there won’t be a reason to discuss the future. I wasn’t kidding when I told you to give me a reason not to go file for divorce. I told you I’d give you one more chance, but I’m sick of this bullshit, and I am done playing guessing games with you. If you have something on your mind, say it. You’re slipping back into some dangerous territory here.”


  His eyes widened. “Dangerous territory” was their euphemism for his drinking behaviors. His shoulders slumped. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He looked at the horses, who worked their way around the corner of the house. “I’m just…” He paused, grasping at words. “I don’t know. I feel unsettled. I don’t know what to do.”


  “Then say so.” She felt bad about taking his head off and reached for his hand, her tone softening. “Tell me, ‘This is what’s on my mind,’ and say it. Don’t try to manipulate me into something. Just talk with me.”


  He pulled her into a hug. “Why do you put up with me?”


  She thought about it. Why did she? “I know you’re under a lot of pressure, but you can’t keep treating me like this and expect me to be happy about it. I feel like I’m part of the backstory now, not one of your main characters.”


  He buried his face in her hair. “I’m sorry. I feel bad I dumped all this on you. I want to make you happy.”


  He was back. Her Steve—the man she married.


  For how long?


  “I have to be honest with you—I worry you’ll start drinking again, the way you’ve been acting lately.”


  He nodded. “I know.”


  She gave him a squeeze and stepped back, searching his eyes. “Will you please consider going to see a counselor?”


  “I’ll think about it.”


   


  * * * *


   


  The rest of Friday went better. Steve still spent most of the day in his study, but he came out for lunch without being asked, and he knocked off early to take her out to dinner. He actually showed some interest in her, but nature had a twisted sense of humor. The migraine she felt threatening most of the afternoon lifted, and she saw when they returned from dinner that her period had started. They settled for curling up on the couch in front of the TV.


  So close, she thought. At least he made the effort.


  Sami spent most of Saturday on the couch in front of the TV with her laptop. She had no energy or desire to do anything. Steve offered to make her lunch before retreating to his lair.


  I need to give this some time, she thought.


  As if reading her thoughts, Matt called.


  “You okay down there?”


  “That’s spooky.”


  “What?”


  “I was just thinking about you.”


  He fell quiet for a moment. “Is that good or bad?”


  “Good. How’s my baby?”


  “I’m assuming you mean Pog?”


  She smiled, trying to strangle wistful memories into submission. “Of course.”


  “You owe me a new pair of sneakers and a few tennis balls. Other than that, we’re good.”


  “Oh, no! I’m sorry.”


  He laughed. “Relax—the balls were old, and so were the sneaks. I gave them to him to play with.”


  “Has he been a good boy?”


  “Yeah, I’m going to miss having him around. How’s Boy Genius?”


  “In his lair.”


  Matt paused. Sami wasn’t sure she still had the connection until he spoke. “How are you doing?”


  “I’m okay, just having a quiet day today.”


  “That’s not what I mean.”


  She gripped the phone tightly. It never failed that when she needed him most, Matt was always there. “I’m…hanging in there.” She lowered her voice. “He’s not as bad as he was, but I don’t know if that’s because he’s really trying or because I told him I’d give him one last chance before I file for divorce. We got into it again yesterday morning. I suggested counseling again. This time he didn’t take my head off, but he hasn’t made an effort to call anyone.”


  “You’re not going to call?”


  “No. I can’t do this for him. I’ve done everything for nearly seven years now. I can’t change him—he has to want to change.”


  They steered the conversation to work, Matt making suggestions about the latest manuscript she’d sent him. They talked a few minutes more, and she was ready to hang up when he stopped her.


  “Sam, be careful. Okay?”


  “Why?”


  “I…I just want you to be careful. Promise?”


  “I promise.”


  She stared at the phone. What was that about?


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami went to bed early, leaving Steve undisturbed in his study. She awoke to an eerily quiet house and the new bedside clock read 12:21.


  He’s probably still working.


  Sami changed positions and tried to sleep despite her irritation. It would be nice to actually sleep in bed with her husband once in a while.


  I guess I should be used to it by now.


  She heard a noise downstairs. Like a door in the kitchen, but it wasn’t the outside door.


  Basement? What would he be doing down there at this hour?


  She heard his footsteps down the hall, and then his study door shut again. Still working.


  Her conversation with Matt replayed in her mind as she sank from consciousness. Be careful. What had he meant?


  Sami woke at six and found Steve asleep next to her. What time had he come up? She arose without waking him and took a shower in the guest bath.


  I shouldn’t complain. At least he works at home and makes good money doing something he loves.


  She’d already poured her second cup of coffee when he crawled downstairs over an hour later.


  He’s hungover, she immediately thought, then caught herself.


  That couldn’t be—there wasn’t any liquor in the house. He poured himself a cup of coffee.


  “Sorry I didn’t come up until late,” he apologized.


  “Early.”


  He looked at her, started to say something, thought better of it, and nodded. “Yes.”


  “What were you doing in the basement?”


  “Huh?”


  “I heard you go down into the basement last night.”


  “I thought I heard a noise down there.”


  “Oh.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Basement? What the hell?


  The truth was, he not only didn’t remember going into the basement, he didn’t remember much between the hours of nine last night—when he remembered checking the time—and getting up this morning.


  He sipped his coffee. Toothpaste and coffee didn’t go well together, but he’d had a foul taste in his mouth when he awoke. And a pounding headache.


  “Do we have any aspirin?” he asked.


  She looked at him, grabbed the bottle from a cabinet, and handed it to him. “Headache?”


  He swallowed two, chased with coffee. “I think I need glasses. My eyes are bothering me.”


  “If you didn’t spend sixteen hours a day on the computer, they wouldn’t bother you.”


  She smiled behind her coffee cup, but he felt the bite in her tone.


  And his own guilt. “I’m sorry, Sami. My writing’s going so well, you know what it’s like. When you get on a roll you have to ride it until it plays out. No telling when I’ll get blocked again.”


  She put her cup in the sink and kissed him on the forehead. “Just don’t wear yourself out, okay?”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami settled into a routine. Tuesday morning she decided it was a good day to start her research. Maybe Steve wouldn’t be the only one to benefit from their “vacation.” If she could dredge a real-life story out of the house’s history, it might be her next book. She spent the morning doing chores and working. After lunch, she opened Steve’s office door.


  “I’m going into town. Want anything?”


  He didn’t turn from his computer. “No.”


  She paused in the door of his office. “Well, good-bye.”


  “Yeah. I’m trying to work, okay?”


  She fought the urge to slam the door behind her.


  “Asshole,” she muttered.


  His writer’s block had lifted—so he said. But his surly attitude was returning.


  The horses were waiting when she stepped outside. The day already a scorcher, the morning news had promised afternoon thunderstorms. She secured the geldings in the pasture and drove to town.


  The Brooksville courthouse was a mixture of old and new architecture where modern additions had been grafted onto the original structure. She’d been to Brooksville a few times when she lived in Florida, and was happy to see the downtown still maintained its small-town air. A huge oak shaded the grassy area where a war monument honored Hernando County’s dead veterans. Older two-story buildings flanked the main courthouse square, and the library was nearby. She parked in the courthouse lot and found the tax collector’s office.


  Once she told them what she wanted, they directed her to an office across the street where the property appraiser’s office kept the plat maps. She trekked over and found the property identification number and legal description. With that in hand, back at the tax office they showed her to a computer terminal where Sami researched the property’s history.


  The records went back past the turn of the century, when the entire area was free-range grazing land. The Oriole-Dade Mining Company purchased ten thousand acres and split it into separate properties. She followed the time line and narrowed it down to the individual owners, from George Simpson, the name on the tombstone, all the way to Shelly Johnson.


  Sami wasn’t sure if Shelly Johnson was a mister or a missus, but she copied down the most recent address from the tax records. Johnson had owned the property since the mid-sixties. Over the years there were several transfers of ownership only to have Johnson take control of the property again.


  Sami wondered if this was because the buyers bailed out. The last quit claim deed back to Johnson was December over a year ago.


  The tax office wasn’t busy, so Sami approached the clerk on duty.


  “Excuse me, but I’m trying to research the history of a property we’re renting, and I wondered if you might be able to help me. I’ve found a strange pattern I don’t know what to make of.”


  The clerk followed her to the terminal. Sami scrolled through the records. The clerk frowned.


  “The name George Simpson rings a bell. Can you hold on a minute?”


  Sami nodded, and the clerk disappeared behind the desk into a back office. In a few minutes she returned, an odd look on her face. “You probably want to take a trip over to the library. They’ve got a lot of items over there, local newspapers, documents, all the way from before the turn of the century. Talk to Jane McCartyle, she’s the head librarian and president of the historical society.”


  Sami thanked her and gathered her notes. Outside it felt muggy, but the breeze and shade made it tolerable, with the afternoon sun casting golden shadows onto the courthouse steps. The library was only a block away, so she walked.


  Jane McCartyle was in the middle of directing a children’s reading session, but one of her assistants led Sami to the newspaper archives and showed her how to use the indexing system to locate what she wanted. There was also an online computer archive linking the library to a newspaper database at Sami’s disposal, and she didn’t know if she’d have enough time before the library’s closure to finish her research.


  She started reading about the area in old newspapers, and lost track of time. Before she researched George Simpson she looked at her cell phone and realized the library would close in a few minutes. She’d return another time to flesh out the details. McCartyle had finished entertaining the third graders and shook her hand when she introduced herself.


  “Your husband’s books are very popular with our patrons. I’m a fan of yours as well. Could I impose upon you to set up an author’s talk while you’re here?”


  “We’d be more than happy to, but what I came for is to research the house we’re staying in. It’s an old place in the middle of the Croom park.”


  The librarian’s face clouded. “Oh. The old Simpson house.”


  “Yes, I think that’s the name of the man who built it.”


  The librarian glanced around. “How long are you staying?”


  “Well, I’m not sure. Originally we agreed to rent for six months, but there’s a good chance we’ll buy.”


  Jane McCartyle studied her for a moment. “Unfortunately we’re closing, but can you come back another time? I’ve got some information you might find…interesting.”


  “I’d love to. I’ve got a bunch of things to do this week, but I can come back on Friday.”


  “That would be fine. About noon. We can have lunch here in town and—” She looked around. “We can talk privately.”


  What’s going on? “Sure,” she agreed. “I’ll be here at noon.”


  Sami left the library without much more information than she started with. All she had now was a weird purchase history, some names, and dates. Don’t forget a librarian who apparently enjoyed cloak-and-dagger tactics to greet new residents.


  Steve stood outside with the horses when Sami drove up.


  “Well hello, stranger,” she said. He looked a little sheepish when he walked over and kissed her. “Whatcha doing out here with the boys?”


  “Got a little cabin fever. Want to go riding?”


  He never wanted to ride. Especially not after Jeff threw him the last time. “Didn’t the last time cure you?”


  “You ride Jeff this time—I’ll take Mutt.”


  She glanced at her watch, then at sun over the tree line. “We’ve still got enough light, I guess so.” Steve followed her to the barn, and she realized he’d already groomed the horses. All that remained was to saddle them, which Steve wouldn’t try to do himself. Ten minutes later she helped him mount, tightened his cinch, and swung up on Jeff. She put Steve through his paces in the pasture first, to make sure he was steady before going through the gate into the park.


  The occasional dirt bike still whined in the distance, but most of the riders had stopped for the day. It wouldn’t be too bad on the main road, but keeping Steve’s less-than-stellar horsemanship in mind, she stuck to the back trails, and they enjoyed the mostly quiet woods.


  Sami took the lead, and they wound their way north along a lesser-used trail. A carpet of pine needles silenced the horses’ hoofbeats, and pretty soon they came upon a small herd of deer grazing in a tiny clearing. The horses stopped short, and the deer didn’t bother looking up.


  “They must think we’re pretty big deer,” Steve whispered. Sami shushed him, and a minute later the deer bounded into the woods.


  The path started up a slight grade, crossing over several well-used fire roads transecting the park from east to west. The sound of dirt bikes grew louder and more frequent. Sami and Steve broke through the woods into a large clearing with a cracked, hardpan clay basin in the center. Sami kept a careful watch on the horses’ reactions. Once she decided they weren’t going to spook, she led the way across to a trail on the other side.


  They emerged at the top of a small hill where several steep trails dipped into a large, dry, bowl-shaped clearing. A small hand-lettered wooden sign nailed to a slash pine tree read “McDuffie’s Pond.”


  “Where’s the pond?” Steve asked.


  “I have no clue.” She studied the trail. “You feeling adventurous?”


  “Why? What do you have in mind?”


  She nudged Jeff down the hill, lying back in the saddle for balance. Despite Steve’s protests Mutt followed. A moment later they were both at the bottom studying their options.


  “Thanks for the warning. How the hell do you expect me to get out of here?”


  Sami picked a trail, backed Jeff up a few paces, and looked at Steve. “Just lean forward and hang on.” She urged Jeff into a gallop, clucking for Mutt to follow, and they climbed the hill with no problem. Sami turned in time to see Steve throw his arms around Mutt’s neck and hang on as the horse charged up the hill behind her.


  “Again, thanks for the warning,” he growled at the top. He had a white-knuckle grip on the saddle horn.


  She had to admit she got a little satisfaction from his discomfort. “Hey, if I’d given you a chance to think about it, you would have chickened out.”


  The trail angled up, ending at a small, narrow clearing overlooking a large lake-filled pit nearly a hundred feet below. Trees lined the steep, nearly vertical banks, which curved around to the west and south. She rode a short way along the top of the ridge and dismounted to look at something.


  “Come here.”


  She pointed out a brick pile to him. Prying one loose, she brushed off the clay dirt. Packard-Harris Stoneworks, 1889


  “What is it?” he asked.


  She put it back and shook her head. “Don’t know for sure. Probably part of an old mining building. Look at that—” She pulled up a section of thick steel cable from the dirt. Following it with her eyes, she realized it ran a good section of the ridgeline and might have tripped the horses if she hadn’t spotted it. “We need to watch out for this. Probably leftover dragline cable from the mine.”


  “What did they mine out here?”


  “Phosphate. Used to be a railroad track running behind what’s now the north end of the park, and they loaded it there. This was one of their main pits. Buttgenbach. Didn’t you read the stuff the real estate guy left us?”


  “I’ve got other things on my mind.”


  She didn’t respond and mounted, picking their way to a safe trail down the far end of the ridge. There were a couple other trails, but they weren’t safe for the horses. The lake took up one end of the main pit, and they followed its edge around until the steep sides met ground level at the southern end of the depression. They circled the lake around its west side, following the far shore until they reached the northernmost end where the main park road passed within a few yards of the drop-off.


  “That’s pretty steep there,” Steve commented.


  “Probably why someone posted that.” Another hand-lettered sign had been nailed to a slash pine—“Suicide Trailhead.”


  Sami studied the three main trails dropping into the northern end of the pit where years of erosion had created a small beach.


  Steve looked at her. “Oh no you don’t. I’m not going down there.”


  “The horses love this, Steve. Loosen up.” She pointed Jeff at the trail, and he went down like a rocket, keeping his footing well in the soft dirt. From years of use, the trail sank a good three feet into the earth, and sandy walls kept them from turning around once they started.


  She heard Steve hollering behind her as Mutt followed, and he looked less than happy when he met her at the bottom. “Would you please stop doing that!”


  “How do you expect us to get home?”


  His face fell as he looked around. Suicide was the most appealing of the options out of the pit. Directly across from them, about a hundred yards, the pit’s wall climbed nearly one hundred feet almost straight up from the lake to the top of the ridge, with no ledge at all to ride along the water’s edge. To their east, the trails climbed even steeper than the one they’d just descended. Slash pines grew close to the trail, with branches low enough to slap a rider off a horse.


  “We can go ahead and take the main road back to the house. Okay?”


  “All right.” He shifted in the saddle. “Just get me home. I’m starting to rupture something, I think.”


  She laughed and let Jeff have his head up the hill. The horse plunged up the slope, taking it without breaking a sweat. Steve was getting the hang of it and made it to the top without falling off.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve regretted his decision to go riding. He thought it would be a great way to see more of the park without walking. He knew Sami was a little suspicious of his motives, but hopefully she thought he just wanted to make amends for all the work she had to do and didn’t realize he’d already made the decision to buy the house and move here permanently. He wanted her to fall in love with the place as much as he had.


  Something about the place really spoke to him.


  
Chapter Thirteen


   


  Steve handed Mutt’s reins to Sami and limped to the house. He was crawling out of the shower when she walked into the bathroom.


  “Thanks for helping,” she quipped.


  “That’s your job.”


  Something in his tone obviously didn’t sit quite right with her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  He shrugged. “I’ve got to get back to work, that’s all.”


  Her face flushed—he knew he’d stepped over the line, and it was too late to take the words back. What the hell was wrong with him?


  “Steven Corey, if there’s something you want to say, come right out and say it.”


  He shook his head. “No, I’m not trying to say anything.”


  “Well, it sure seems like it. Are you saying I don’t do anything?”


  “No, but I need to get this book finished. We’ve got bills to pay, you know.”


  “That’s the whole reason you rented this place to begin with, a change of scenery, you said. I uprooted my life, put my work aside to support and follow you, and you’re pulling the ‘I make more money than you do’ crap?”


  Oh hell. “No, I didn’t mean—”


  “Then exactly what did you mean?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know what I meant. All I know is they’re expecting a book out of me and it’s not done yet.”


  “You’re the one who wanted to go riding. I didn’t ask you to go.”


  “I know.” He couldn’t stop the words before they spilled out. “I feel like I need to make more money to support you.”


  Of all the things he could have said that wasn’t the worst, but it ranked in the top three.


  Sami’s eyes narrowed. “Are you saying you feel compelled to work to support me? Because I was doing fine before I married you, Steve, if you’ll recall. Maybe I’m not on the New York Times best-seller list, but I had a career and a house of my own when I met you.”


  He toweled off. “I’m not saying you’re not as good a writer as I am. I’m saying that you don’t have to work because I pay the bills.”


  She glared. “I do not like where this conversation is going. You know damn well it’s my money paying the bills, too. We have most of your money going into investments and retirement accounts.”


  “I want to make sure we don’t waste any money.”


  She crossed her arms. “Like, oh, say, renting a house in Florida on a moment’s notice?”


  “I didn’t see you saying no.”


  “You didn’t give me a chance to say no! You said it was an anniversary present.”


  He had said that. “Well, it was, sort of. It is. I mean—”


  She held up a hand. “Stop right there before you dig yourself a deeper hole. I’m going to take a shower. Go do whatever it is you want to do.” She slammed the bathroom door shut behind her.


  Well, that certainly could have gone better.


  What was wrong with him? Was this a dry drunk? Stress getting to him? Maybe he needed a meeting.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami made herself a cup of hot tea and curled up in the overstuffed corner chair. She didn’t want to be around Steve, and she damn sure wasn’t cooking him dinner after that little exchange. He really showed his ass. If they weren’t stuck in the middle of nowhere with the horses, she would have packed a suitcase, driven to Tampa, and taken the next flight home to Columbus.


  This whole excursion was supposed to help Steve. At first, she thought it was working. Now she wasn’t sure. The virtual isolation had turned him even more sullen and irritable than he normally acted. Supposedly his writer’s block had broken and he was making progress, but when she tried to access his computer to look at the file, she found something new—a password to log in.


  Maybe he was having an online affair. Maybe he was having a mental breakdown. If there was any liquor in the house, she’d swear he was off the wagon. He acted like he did when he used to drink.


  But she knew there wasn’t anything in the house, and he was still sober. He had to be. He hadn’t gone anywhere in the car without her since they’d arrived, and she hadn’t bought any.


  Maybe she’d already passed the give-a-damn point and was stupid for agreeing to this whole vacation in the first place instead of just filing for divorce and getting it over with.


  At ten o’clock she closed her book and walked to his office door. She heard him tapping on the keyboard and decided to let him be. He would come up when—if—he wanted.


  “Can’t interrupt Boy Genius,” she muttered.


  She turned off the living room lights and realized this must be what the death of a marriage felt like.


  The bedside clock read 3:07 when she woke. Downstairs, she heard the door to Steve’s study close, and his footsteps down the hall.


  Away from the stairs.


  She sat up and tuned her ears to the sound. He walked toward the kitchen—she heard the squeak from the one floorboard—and from there she wasn’t sure.


  Then, she heard the kitchen door open and shut. The hinges on the screen door squawked, its distinctive noise unmistakable. She needed to oil it.


  Sami watched from the bedroom window. He walked across the yard, barefoot, but with a strange gait like he was asleep. She considered yelling at him, then thought better of it and raced to pull on shorts and a T-shirt.


  She grabbed the flashlight off the kitchen counter as she raced out the door, letting the screen slam shut behind her.


  Steve was nowhere to be seen. The horses stood alert and stared toward the woods. They seemed a little spooked. The sight of Steve probably freaked them out.


  She found his footprints in the dew and followed them through the main gate and down the fence line until she lost them at the edge of the property, hidden by a cushion of pine needles.


  “Steve!”


  Nothing.


  She walked a short distance into the woods, listening for the sound of his footsteps. He couldn’t have gotten that far ahead of her, it took her less than a minute to grab her clothes, and he was walking slower than his normal gait. “Steven Corey!”


  Nothing.


  A chill settled over her. Then the flashlight went out.


  “Shit.” She shook it, beating it against the palm of her hand. This was stupid. The batteries were brand new, and she hadn’t dropped it.


  She looked around, every noise amplified in the still darkness.


  “Steven Corey, I’m going back to the house. Enjoy sleeping outside tonight.”


  The moon wasn’t quite full, but it cast enough light to pick her way through the trees back to the house. As she broke through to the clearing, she thought she saw something off to the south. “Steve?” She walked along the property line, catching intermittent glimpses of whatever it was.


  “Steve, this is not funny!” She tried the flashlight again, and this time it worked. She shined it toward the area and saw…


  Nothing.


  A shudder ran through her. A trick of the light, that’s all.


  It had to be. She didn’t see a ghostly figure of a woman. She did not.


  Sami turned on her heel and stormed back to the house, choosing anger over fear. Locking the kitchen door behind her, she stomped through the living room and made sure the front door was locked, too. Then she went upstairs to rinse the dirt off her feet.


  And found Steve sound asleep in their bed.


  It wasn’t possible.


  How had he circled around her so fast? She saw him walk across the yard. And she never heard the screen door open—she would have heard him get back to the house.


  She turned on the overhead light and ripped the covers off him. He started protesting, and she backed away from the bed.


  His feet were clean and dry. Judging from his response, he had been sound asleep.


  “What the hell, Sami? What’s going on?”


  “You tell me! I just followed your ass out the back door and across the yard. You disappeared into the woods and my flashlight went out, so I came back to the house.” She left out the part about thinking she saw something. What had she seen anyway? Probably nothing. Trick of the moonlight.


  He propped himself up on his elbows. “Sami, I came up to bed a little after midnight.”


  “No, you didn’t. I heard and saw you walk outside. You were not up here in bed with me.”


  “Sami, I—”


  “No! Dammit, I know what I heard, and I know what I saw!”


  She snatched her pillow from the bed, now not quite sure what she heard and saw. She started to leave, determined to sleep in the guest room.


  He caught her by the arm, firmly but not painfully. He was so damn fast on his feet.


  “Sami, please—”


  She yanked free. “Don’t you ever grab me like that again, do you hear me!”


  She saw confusion, hurt, and something else she couldn’t name in his eyes. She didn’t care at this point.


  “Sami, please wait, there has to be an explanation.”


  “Yes, the explanation is you’re getting off playing some sort of mind game with me, and I do not appreciate it. You were supposedly ‘sleepwalking’ again. I know what I saw. I didn’t imagine it. I don’t know how you got back here before I did and without me seeing you. Frankly, I don’t care.” She slammed the bedroom door behind her, blood pounding in her temples.


  How had he circled around her so quickly?


  She rinsed her feet off in the guest bath when it hit her. She stepped out of the tub and opened the bedroom door. “Get up. Come downstairs. Now.”


  He did, recognizing conversation with her was pointless. He followed her downstairs to his study, where she sat in front of his computer and touched the power button.


  “Sami, what—”


  “Shut up. What’s the password?”


  He gave it up without protest. She located the folder where he stored his manuscript files and switched it to detailed view. “What file were you working on?”


  “The new one. It’s called ‘dante2.’”


  She found it and didn’t know if she felt relief or horror. “There—what does that say?” She pointed.


  He leaned over her shoulder. It showed the last time the file was saved—2:50 a.m.


  She looked at him. “Now do you believe me?” She pushed back from the computer and walked to the door while he stood there, confused. “I didn’t imagine this, Steve. I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but you’d better cut it out, or you’ll find yourself playing alone. While we’re at it, why the hell are you using a password all of a sudden?”


  He still stared at the screen. “Matt said I should. I meant to tell you.”


  There were a lot of things he “meant to tell her” lately, and didn’t until after she found out.


  She would make sure she asked Matt about it.


  “I…I don’t understand. I know I shut down and went to bed earlier than that.” He stared at the screen.


  Sami went upstairs and lay down in the guest room and tried to sleep. Eventually she heard Steve come upstairs and go to bed.


  Was it possible he’d come to bed and gotten back up? Maybe he was sleepwriting?


  That didn’t make any sense. She understood sleepwalking, but writing? And that didn’t explain how he got his feet cleaned so fast. He’d been barefoot, she’d seen for herself. Plus, the few tracks she saw in the dirt were barefoot.


  Around five she gave up, went downstairs, and made coffee. She considered calling Matt, but he wouldn’t be awake yet.


  She toasted a bagel and ate at the picnic table next to the pasture. The horses walked over to the fence and stood, stretching their necks, trying to smell what she had. She handed them each a slice of apple and rubbed their noses.


  “At least you guys are predictable.”


  Dawn painted the sky, but it took longer for darkness to lift from their property due to shadows cast by the tall pines. Around six thirty she changed into work clothes and took care of the horses.


  Steve was sound asleep. Part of her resented his ability to be so profoundly out of it. Part of her felt relieved she wouldn’t have to deal with him yet. She quietly retrieved her clothes and dressed in the guest room. No use showering when she would get dirty again.


  The horses didn’t seem any worse for wear from their early-morning wake up. She brushed them and saddled Mutt for a ride. In the middle of the week, few bikers haunted the park. Especially this time of morning, and she wanted to take her time.


  She followed the driveway to the main road. Once there she turned north, away from the main entrance. She let the gelding have his head, and he picked up speed until he settled into an easy canter. She didn’t let the horses run on the back trails because it was too easy for her to get slapped off their backs by a low limb, or end up with a face full of spiderwebs. But on the main road, when there was no traffic, she let them stretch their legs in the soft clay loam. In minutes, they approached the first campground area. She reined him in to a walk, mindful of traffic.


  She hadn’t spent much time exploring the north end of the park. A large, wide trail beckoned, and she turned the horse toward it. In less than an hour she reached the north fence line and turned west to follow it. Eventually, they would reach the east-west access road leading home.


  They meandered for quite a while, turning south with the fence line when they reached the western park boundary. Sami enjoyed the quiet morning. Every so often she heard a bike in the distance but none close enough to worry about.


  The fence made a ninety-degree turn to the west and ran through some trees. She rounded the corner and came upon a forestry truck parked by a gate. Tom Jenkins was bent over a chain that looked like a maniac had gone padlock crazy. At least twenty different locks had been attached.


  “Hi, Tom.”


  He looked up, startled by her silent approach, then smiled. “Hi, Mrs. Corey. Beautiful morning for a ride.”


  She nodded. “I like midweek the best. I don’t have to worry about the horses spooking.”


  “It is quiet, that’s for sure.” A new length of sturdy chain lay at his feet. He worked on the one on the gate with a pair of bolt cutters, but had trouble maneuvering the cutters with all the padlocks in the way.


  “Hold on a sec. I’ll help you.” She dismounted and looped Mutt’s reins around the truck’s side mirror. She grabbed the chain and held it up and away from the fence post, allowing Tom to gain purchase with the bolt cutters and cut it loose.


  “Thanks.” He removed a heavy-duty combination lock from the old chain and used it to attach the new chain to the post. The new chain was much thicker and heavier than the old one, and looked like it would take more than a pair of bolt cutters to break through.


  “We used to allow people to put locks on the gate. This is the legal access for park residents and the utility companies, but as you can see, too many people have taken advantage of it. This lock is like the one on the front gate. We can change the combination on a regular basis.” He held up a pair of signs she hadn’t noticed before.


  This gate for utilities, official use, and residents ONLY. Unauthorized access will be prosecuted. No lock placement allowed. For access, call park ranger 24/7 at (352)555-0808.


  He used sturdy zip ties to attach one sign to each side of the gate.


  “I didn’t realize this gate was even here,” Sami said.


  “It’s not a publicly used road. Mostly it’s used by the volunteers who live here and work in Brooksville. Those who don’t want to drive all the way around to the main gate. It’s also the legal right-of-way access for your property.”


  He pointed toward another clay road that intersected the one they were on. “The ranger compound is a few hundred yards down there. The main road’s not so bad on a day like today, but if it’s sloppy, or a while since it was graded, or on the weekend with a lot of traffic, people use this gate. That road’s a lime rock road. It does get rough, but it’s never as bad as the main road on its worst day.”


  She nodded. “I guess that would be a time-saver.”


  He picked up the old chain and started to sling it into the bed when he remembered the horse. He carefully lowered it into the truck so as not to spook him. “How are you getting along in the house?”


  There was more to his question. She knew it from his tone of voice.


  “It’s been…interesting.”


  “See anything?”


  “Like what?”


  He looked around, as if to make sure no one could overhear him. “You know your house has a history, right?”


  She thought about her encounter with the librarian and picked her words carefully. “I know it’s had an unusual past, if that’s what you mean.”


  He shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. If you repeat this conversation, I’ll deny it. My dad and grandfather both worked here, even before the state set this area aside as its own park. It used to be part of the Withlacoochee Forest.


  “My grandfather said since the Prescott family, no one’s lived there longer than a year since it was built and George Simpson’s family disappeared. I personally think he killed them, so do a lot of folks, but they never found any proof. Most residents only last a month or two, if that long. People have died in the house and around the property. You’ve been the longest residents there in over ten years. It usually sits vacant at least a year or two between tenants.”


  Killed his family? She hadn’t read that. Then again, she got sidetracked. Maybe that’s what Jane McCartyle wanted to tell her. “What about the owner? I saw it keeps getting deeded back to them.”


  He nodded. “Shelly Johnson. Sweet woman. Her and her husband only owned it for a little while, then she got upset one night. She was pregnant. Made her husband drive her, in the middle of the night, to her sister’s house. The next day, the brother-in-law checked on him and found him dead in the basement.”


  “What happened?”


  “Coroner ruled it an accident. Looks like he tripped on something in the basement. Hit his head. Mrs. Johnson never got over his death and blamed it on the house. She always sells it with the stipulation the house goes back to her if the people decide not to live there.”


  “Why would she hold on to the house if it has such bad memories for her?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. Rumor is, she saw something, and even though she thinks the house is haunted, can’t let go. Maybe she thinks her husband’s ghost is there or something. She never remarried after Jim Johnson died there. Her son’s an attorney in Tampa. She still lives with her sister, here in town.”


  Sami wasn’t sure she wanted to get into the details of what she thought she saw early that morning. “Everything’s fine so far. Except my husband’s an asshole, which isn’t anything new.” She tried to laugh.


  Tom looked serious. “What’s wrong?”


  She realized how it sounded. “Oh, no—I’m sorry, I didn’t mean like that.” Sami blew out a deep breath. Why was she even talking to him? “If you repeat any of this, I’ll deny it, but we’ve had issues for a while. I think he thought the change of scenery would help his writing and our relationship. I’m not sure it’s done any good for either.”


  She unwrapped Mutt’s reins from the mirror, relieved to have said it out loud to someone else, and also wishing she hadn’t. “It’ll work out, or it won’t. Either way, it’s nothing the house has or hasn’t done.” She swung up on the gelding’s back. “But thanks for the information, Tom. If I see anything strange, I’ll let you know.” She really wanted to end this conversation.


  “Let me know if anything strange happens, seriously. You stay safe, all right?”


  Her heart racing, she nudged Mutt into a trot down the fence line toward home. Maybe she did see something last night. She was not a staunch believer in the supernatural. She wrote about paranormal happenings, but didn’t believe those things happened in real life.


  Did she?


  It wouldn’t hurt to do more research.


  Jeff met them at the pasture fence, his neck stretched, sniffing them. She pushed him out of the way and opened the gate.


  She couldn’t delay any longer, but she didn’t want to face Steve yet. She quietly opened the kitchen door. From the level in the coffeepot, he’d been up at some point. His study door was closed, and she stealthily made her way upstairs.


  He’d made their bed and the one in the guest bedroom. His way of partial atonement, she supposed.


  The hot shower felt good. She tried to think about her work and not how angry she still felt. She shouldn’t have to beg Steve to change. If he wasn’t willing to change, why was she even trying? Was she a horrible wife for wanting a husband who would fight for their marriage? She was tired of doing all the work. Damn tired. A lot of women wouldn’t have put up with his drinking, and she’d stood by him through that. She sure as hell shouldn’t have to put up with him acting like an asshole, or now freaking the hell out of her in the middle of the night.


  She turned to find the shampoo and let out a frightened yelp at the dark shape on the other side of the shower curtain. She ripped it open.


  Steve stood there, looking sheepish and apologetic. “I’m sorry.”


  “Goddammit, Steve!” What little serenity she’d achieved vanished. “Are you trying to give me a fucking heart attack?”


  He studied the floor. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened last night. I don’t know why I’m sleepwalking. I don’t remember anything.” He looked at her, his eyes pleading. “What do you want me to do?”


  She studied him. What did she want him to do? A few months ago, she would have replied she wanted him to fight for their marriage, fight for her.


  Now she wasn’t sure that’s what she wanted. It would be easier if it died a quick and painless death once and for all, wouldn’t it?


  Was it even worth saving in the first place?


  She sighed. “I don’t know, Steve. I honestly don’t know what I want you to do,” she admitted, giving her thoughts voice. “I suggested counseling before we left Ohio, and you jumped down my throat like a crazy man.”


  His expression darkened. “I don’t want them to put me on some sort of medicine that makes it impossible for me to write.”


  “You’ve been on meds before. Is that what you think you are, depressed?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is you’re right. I didn’t want to admit it, but now…” He didn’t finish, and shrugged again. “I don’t know what to do.”


  Sadness enveloped her. It was hard for her to remember the man she’d fallen in love with, and not think about his aggravating current self. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’ve worked my ass off at this marriage, and I’m tired. I’m tired of trying to fix you. Tired of feeling like I’m the only one who cares about this marriage. And I’m damn sure not going to beg you to touch me.”


  He looked up, startled. She didn’t give him time to reply, just yanked the shower curtain closed again.


  “Are you having an affair?” he asked, his voice hollow.


  She ripped the shower curtain open, jerking out two of the hooks in the process. “Are you shitting me? How dare you! Am I having an affair? I’m not the one on the computer fourteen to sixteen hours a day!”


  Her ferocity drove him back a step. She lashed out at him. “Steven Corey, I stood by you, believed in you, have been your strongest supporter through the years when most women would have said fuck it and left. I stayed with you through your drinking and when you got into recovery. I fought tooth and nail for this fucking marriage. You are the one who went AWOL in this marriage a loooong time ago, not me! I pleaded with you to tell me what’s wrong. I’m the one who kept initiating sex. I’m tired of begging you to touch me. And I tell you what, it sucks having my husband tell me, night after night, that he’s not in the mood. If anyone has a right to ask about affairs, it’s me, not you! So go fuck yourself, because you’re damn sure not fucking me.” She yanked the shower curtain shut again.


  “I’m sorry,” he said softly.


  She lathered her hair. “Yeah, well, I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry you don’t give a shit about us anymore. You need to decide what you want, Steve, because I’m done chasing you. You need to figure out how to fix our marriage if you don’t want me filing for divorce as soon as we get back to Columbus, because I’ll be honest with you, I’m all out of ideas and I’m tired of trying. I said I’d give you one more chance, and you’ve just about used it up.”


  Tears stung her eyes, and she stepped under the water. She didn’t want to cry, not in front of him.


  It didn’t used to be like this. He used to make her feel like she was not only the most beautiful woman in the world, but the only woman in the world. She felt loved. Wanted.


  Desired.


  Lately, it felt like she didn’t even exist. She wanted a magic cure, something to wave over their heads and make her feel—


  Make her feel the way Matt used to make her feel.


  That’s when her tears flowed in earnest. She thought she heard Steve leave but didn’t open her eyes to look.


  Was this what it was all about? That Steve never made her feel, even in the best of times, the way Matt used to? Back then, Matt wasn’t ready to commit. He didn’t want to see other people, but he’d been honest that he wasn’t ready to get married and have kids.


  Matt introduced her to Steve at a party after they’d agreed to just be friends. The unspoken pact between them was they never told Steve about their past. They were close friends, and he was her agent, that’s all Steve needed to know. That’s all they wanted him to know. Otherwise, it would have complicated things.


  She kept her face under the spray, trying to wash those thoughts away. She heard the shower curtain open again, and then Steve’s arms curled around her. He pulled her back so she leaned against his bare chest. He held her like that for several minutes.


  He didn’t try to seduce her, simply held her. Something else he hadn’t done in quite a while.


  She wouldn’t deny it felt good.


  The water started going cold. She reached out to turn it off when he pulled her against him again, but his palms felt rough against her arms. She wondered what he’d been doing to get them so chafed. Then his voice, sounding distorted, whispered in her ear. For the first time, she realized he smelled of whiskey.


  “Don’t worry. Everything will change. It’ll be over soon.”


  Her heart hammered and she wheeled around, stumbling and slipping to find herself alone in the shower.


  She screamed.


  
Chapter Fourteen


   


  Sami was still screaming when Steve thundered up the stairs and burst into the bathroom, sending her into further hysterics as the door flew open. He wrapped his arms around her as she beat her fists against him, trying to pull away, nearly falling with her in the shower. He gathered her against him, wet and naked.


  Sobbing, she went limp in his arms. He reached over and shut off the water, and they both sank to the tile floor, Steve not caring his clothes were now soaked.


  He pulled towels down and wrapped them around her shivering body. After she quieted, he picked her up and carried her into the bedroom.


  She clung to him, refusing to let go. He pulled her closer, not sure what happened, but knowing she was in no condition to tell him.


  What had happened? She looked like she’d been fending off an attack. He’d left the bathroom after they spoke and went down to his study. He’d wanted to see if any therapists in the area had available appointments. He’d worked his way through several numbers in the phonebook when he heard Sami scream.


  The sound had turned his blood cold. He’d been sure he’d find someone attacking her, but she’d been alone, cowering in the corner of the shower, pulling even further away when he approached her.


  What the hell is going on? He felt like he was losing his mind. Coming here was supposed to help things, get him away from Ohio.


  Out here, in the middle of nowhere, he thought it would be easier to stay sober.


  That he’d finally be able to quit lying to her.


  He realized Sami had fallen asleep. He carefully changed position so his arm wouldn’t go numb. Early in their marriage, he would have jumped at the chance to have her in bed like this. She was a beautiful woman.


  This wasn’t her fault, and he didn’t blame her one bit for her anger. He felt he deserved every bit of it.


  First he had the writer’s block, born of worry about producing yet another blockbuster novel for his publisher to fulfill his contract. When he wasn’t worried about that, he struggled to control his hair-trigger temper. Sometimes he felt like he wanted to deliberately lash out and hurt her, drive her away.


  He knew he couldn’t keep this up, especially the lying to her.


  He watched her. Even in sleep, worry creased her brow. He loved her with all his heart, but he felt helpless to stop hurting her.


  How has she put up with me for so long? He knew she was faithful. It felt like something inside him goaded him to make the accusation, enjoying her righteous indignation.


  That wasn’t like him. It’s not how he wanted to be.


  She was right—he needed help. More than she knew.


  Eventually, when she fell deeply asleep, he carefully extricated himself and pulled a light blanket over her. He shivered in his wet clothes. Peeling them off, he dropped them in the hamper before putting on a clean T-shirt and shorts.


  He looked in the bathroom. What had terrified her? Sami wasn’t a woman who usually frightened easily. The look on her face when he burst through the door had been sheer terror.


  She’d been alone, with only one way downstairs, and the bathroom window was too small for a large child to fit through, much less an adult.


  He sat on the edge of the bed and watched her sleep. After a while, he went downstairs, leaving the bedroom door open so he’d hear when she awoke. A few phone calls later, he had an appointment for the next morning with a therapist in Brooksville. He wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to see someone in this small town, but he needed help immediately.


  When he heard her stir, he returned to their bedroom. She sat up in bed, looking around, disoriented.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  “What happened?” She didn’t even sound like herself. She sounded dazed.


  “I don’t know. I was downstairs and heard you scream. I found you in the shower. You were terrified.”


  The color drained from her face. “There was someone in the shower with me!”


  “What?”


  She looked pale. Her hands trembled. “I was in the shower and I heard the curtain move. I—I thought it was you. He put his arms around me and said—” She closed her eyes, trying to remember. “‘Don’t worry. Everything will change. It’ll be over soon.’ His breath smelled like booze.”


  Steve sat on the edge of the bed. “Sami, you were alone in the bathroom when I found you.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Alone? She swore someone was in the shower with her. Someone spoke to her. She shook her head. “I know it sounds crazy, but it happened, I swear.” She remembered seeing Steve—fully dressed—burst through the bathroom door. He didn’t have time to dry off and get dressed and back to the bathroom.


  She knew she didn’t imagine it.


  “Sami—”


  “I’m not crazy.”


  “I know you’re not. We’re both under a lot of stress. You probably fell asleep standing under the water and imagined it. You’re exhausted, you’ve been asleep for over an hour. You got up early, and didn’t get much sleep last night, thanks to me.”


  Could that be it? A glance at the clock confirmed it.


  “I know I smelled the alcohol on his breath. His hands felt so rough.” She turned Steve’s palms over and found them as smooth as ever. “I feel like I’m losing my mind.”


  He nodded. “That makes two of us.” He held her hand in his.


  “I smelled booze. I didn’t imagine that.”


  “Sami, we don’t have liquor in the house.”


  She chewed her lip. He continued. “I called around. I found someone who can get me in tomorrow morning. A therapist.” He looked down. “I need help.”


  Her fingers tightened around his, and when he looked up, she saw tears in his eyes.


  “Thank you,” Sami said. She leaned over and kissed him.


   


  * * * *


   


  He didn’t tell her he also found out about the next AA meeting. He’d go before the counseling appointment.


  She dressed and went downstairs. She still acted out of sorts, and he went out of his way to be gentle and attentive. She’d stood by him in the beginning when he first got sober. He promised her he’d never drink again, even though he knew it was a promise he couldn’t keep. For a year, at least, he had.


  It had been over a year since his last AA meeting. He knew full well he should be going not once a week, but several times a week. It was difficult to work meetings into his schedule, especially once his reputation rose and it became harder to find a truly “anonymous” meeting.


  And he had Sami convinced his recovery was on track.


  He wasn’t craving a drink as much as he craved some sort of release. He thought it was due to the writer’s block, because he found writing gave him as much of a buzz as any booze. He’d had serious withdrawals for a while, barely putting two sentences together without having them sound like crap unless he took a drink. At least he was writing again. Maybe he could get out of this funk and get his recovery—and their marriage—back on track.


  If it wasn’t too late.


   


  * * * *


   


  Thursday morning Steve parked in the distance and watched the building for a while. The meeting took place in the Fellowship Hall of the Methodist church in downtown Brooksville. Five minutes before the meeting was scheduled to start, he went in and quietly found a seat toward the back.


  The meeting started and the introductions began. When his turn came, he moved closer to the group. “My name is Steve, and I’m an alcoholic.”


  “Hi, Steve.”


  He hesitated, then spoke for a few minutes, purging himself. His temper, his remarks that seemed like they came from someone else. “I don’t know why I’m doing this,” he confessed. “I don’t know why I’m feeling like I want to hurt her. Emotionally,” he quickly added, noting their concerned faces, “not physically. I feel like I want to make her cry sometimes, and I don’t know why. I’ve never been like this before.


  “I was on antidepressants for a while, years ago when I first got sober. They helped with my drinking. The doc weaned me off them, and then my…job took off, and I guess since then I’ve been moving forward.”


  When the meeting concluded, he talked to the group leader. “I have an appointment I need to get to with someone here in town, a psychologist.”


  “Who?”


  “William Raymond. Do you know him?”


  Bill smiled and stuck out his hand. “Know him? You’re looking at him.”


   


  * * * *


   


  They stopped by a diner, got coffee to go, then retreated to his office two blocks away. When they were settled, Dr. Raymond took out a notepad. “Where do you want to start?”


  “I guess I’m getting a pretty good bang for my buck today, huh? You heard a lot of the basics.”


  “Why don’t you back up and fill me in on the details. I know you were somewhat reserved in the meeting because of your profession.” Steve looked surprised. “Oh yes”—Dr. Raymond nodded—“I have all your books.”


  Steve took a deep breath. “I thought maybe I needed a change of scenery. I thought it would help me with my latest book…”


  At the end of the hour, Dr. Raymond put his notepad down. “I don’t know if you need any medication right now. I think it’s more important for you to stay sober at this point.” Steve felt guilty not coming clean about his sobriety record, in the meeting or here with the doctor, but he didn’t want it getting out.


  “I don’t want to be on meds if I don’t have to. They helped my mood, but they played hell with my writing.”


  “We’re agreed then. I do want you to get a full medical checkup. How much do you exercise?”


  Steve shrugged. “Does lifting a coffee mug count?”


  “Not even close. Maybe take up walking, get out of the house a little each day. Sunshine and fresh air. Exercise will help. Give you a good excuse to spend time with your wife.”


  Steve nodded. “She’d like that. I hope.”


  “And cut down on the caffeine.” He smiled. “It can make you jittery and contribute to the nerves.” He wrote the name and number of a doctor on a piece of paper and handed it to him. “Give him a call, his office is a couple of buildings away. Tell him I referred you. He’s a GP, and he’s good.”


  Steve nodded. “Thank you.”


  “We’ll go from there. After a few weeks we can revisit the medication question.” Dr. Raymond checked his appointment book. “I want you back on Monday. I can see you immediately after the meeting, at nine.”


  “Meeting?”


  “AA. We meet every Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday mornings. We meet Friday night at nine. I don’t always make the Friday meeting, but I usually make the morning ones.”


  Steve nodded. “Okay.”


  Dr. Raymond noted the appointment. “Good.”


  Steve paused. “How long have you been sober?”


  “I’ve been without a drink for over fifteen years. My wife met me at the door one night with her suitcase in one hand and the baby on her hip and told me she was leaving. I begged her to stay, and she did. I white-knuckled it for the first six months so I wouldn’t lose her, then I finally got with the program.”


  “How are you now?”


  “She still puts up with me, if that’s what you mean.” He smiled. “When was your last meeting, before this morning?”


  “Way too long.”


  He nodded. “Sometimes we forget we need to keep working the program. We think we can do it alone, but it’s like maintaining diabetes. You might not be bad enough to have to take insulin, but you sure can’t sit down and have a soda and cookies every day either. Maintenance.”


  Steve nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense.”


  “You need to decide what’s most important in your life and go from there, take it one day at a time.”


  They shook hands. Steve’s mood lightened while driving home. He could do it this time. He felt hopeful. He was starting over.


  
Chapter Fifteen


   


  Steve stopped at the grocery store, determined to make it up to Sami. He bought Florida lobster tails, pasta, salad fixings, and a few other things he knew she’d love.


  She wasn’t there when he arrived, but Jeff was gone from the pasture. Good, that gave him time to prepare.


  It would be a great late lunch. He started cooking and timed it perfectly. She’d returned to the pasture when he was ready to drop the tails into the water.


  He walked outside and she looked at him over Jeff’s shoulder as she unsaddled.


  “How’d it go?” she asked.


  “Good. I’m going back Monday. He wants me to get a complete physical.”


  “It’s been a while. You’re overdue.” She acted cool, cautious.


  He rubbed his right side. He felt a little discomfort, like gas. Must have been the fast-food breakfast he grabbed on the way to the meeting.


  “Listen, Sami, I’m sorry I’ve been such an ass. I’ve got a surprise for you.”


  The reservation in her eyes hurt, but he knew it was his fault. “Really?”


  He nodded. “Hurry up, you’ve got time to take a shower before it’s ready.” She had her arms full of tack and couldn’t push Steve away when he grabbed her and kissed her.


  At first she resisted, then she responded. He broke their embrace and smiled. “That’s just the appetizer.”


  She smiled. With relief he noticed it reached her eyes. The desired effect.


  “I’ll be right in,” she said.


   


  * * * *


   


  When she entered the kitchen a few minutes later, her smile broadened. “Lobster? What’s the occasion?”


  He put his arms around her. This time she returned his embrace. “You having the patience of a saint. We do have an anniversary coming up in a couple of weeks, you know.”


  “I know.” She kissed him.


  “I’m glad you stuck around with me long enough to celebrate it.”


  “I love you. I just don’t understand what’s happened. And I’m not going to keep living the way we’ve been. I won’t. I told you that.”


  He kissed her again. “That’s why I’m going to see Dr. Raymond on a regular basis.” He took a deep breath. “And I’m going to AA again.”


  She leaned back and looked at him, her brow furrowed. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah. I want to make sure I don’t screw things up, that’s all. I’m hoping you’ll stick around for at least seven more years.” He grimaced and rubbed his right side. “Do we have any antacids?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I think I should have skipped the sausage biscuit sandwich this morning.”


  Sami handed him a bottle from one of the kitchen cabinets. “Here, take this. I’ll get my shower.” She felt a little nervous about taking a shower after the prior day’s events. It must have been some sort of weird daydream. She’d been exhausted, worn out, and emotionally stressed.


  Still, she left the bathroom door open while she showered and made sure the window was securely locked.


  He is trying.


  Steve had dinner plated and ready to serve when she reappeared.


  He summarized his appointment with Dr. Raymond and again asked her forgiveness.


  “Promise me you’ll keep working on this,” she said.


  “Absolutely.”


  She fell quiet for a moment. “I’m scared to get my hopes up, but life is too short to live the way we’ve been living over the past several months.”


  He nodded. “I know. I’m sorry, Sami.”


   


  * * * *


   


  It was nearly four o’clock when they finished. After dinner, Steve shooed her out to the living room while he cleared the table. A few minutes later he came in, rubbing his side, but smiling. “Feel like curling up in front of the TV?”


  She patted the couch next to her, and he sat, taking her into his arms. “Is your stomach okay?”


  He nodded. “It feels a little better, probably gas.”


  “How romantic.”


  He laughed. “Sorry.”


  He held her close, trying to remember when and why he’d lost interest in romancing his wife. The writer’s block, the deadlines, the stress of speaking tours—


  The drinking.


  He was doing it again. Forcing himself to stop, he closed his eyes and breathed in the scent of her shampoo. She tilted her lips to his and he kissed her, slow and gentle at first, then with more force as he finally silenced his brain and let his heart and other organs take over.


  His side throbbed, but he knew it would go away when the antacid kicked in. It had to be gas, because he’d had his appendix out in college.


  He decided to ignore it. He stood, scooped her up in his arms despite her laughing protests, and slowly mounted the stairs one at a time. Halfway up the pain hit again, but he ignored it. Then the voice in his head, a low, raspy, drunken growl—


  Teach you to poison me, you bitch!


  He stopped, gasping for breath.


  “Steve, what is it?”


  He shook his head. “Nothing. I thought I heard something—”


  DAMN STUPID BITCH! the voice roared inside his head. He swore he tasted whiskey in the back of his throat. Sami made him put her down as he clutched the banister for support.


  “Steve, what’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know—” The pain flared in his side, making him gasp, driving him to his knees. He wasn’t about to tell her he heard phantom voices, or tasted whiskey.


  But the pain felt real.


  Sami knelt beside him. “I’m calling 911.”


  “No.” He caught her arm. “No, I’m okay. You drive me.”


  She finally agreed. “Let me get you downstairs and I’ll get my clothes on.”


  She maneuvered his arm around her neck and supported him down to the couch. She returned a moment later, dressed in jeans and a blouse. She retrieved her purse and keys and helped him out the front door and across the yard to the truck.


  They had to stop twice as the pain hit. Again she begged him to let her call an ambulance.


  “Get me into the truck. You can get me to the hospital faster than they can. They’d have to find their way out here first.”


  She couldn’t argue with that logic.


  As they drove into town, he seemed better. By the time they arrived at the emergency room, his pain had fully subsided.


  There were some benefits to living in a small town. They didn’t have to wait long to see a doctor, who took Steve’s medical history and ordered a CT scan.


  Three hours later, Sami stood next to the gurney and held Steve’s hand while the doctor announced his diagnosis. “I think we’re dealing with a plain old gallbladder attack.”


  Sami squeezed Steve’s hand with relief. “Thank goodness. What brought it on?”


  “Probably the dinner. You said you had butter garlic sauce on the pasta?”


  Steve nodded. “But it’s never happened before.”


  “There’s a first time for everything. The CT scan clearly shows gallstones. We can take them out now, or try managing your condition through diet and medication.” He wrote Steve a prescription. “Take this, and get to your regular doctor tomorrow, if possible. I’ll get you a copy of the radiology report to take with you and he can get copies of the films from us.” He handed Sami the script. “Take it easy for a day or so. If you start to run a fever, or if you start vomiting blood, call us.”


  Steve nodded. “Thanks, doc.”


  Steve felt silly waiting in the truck while Sami went into the pharmacy to get the script filled, but she didn’t want him moving around any more than he had to. Worse, now he really was in the mood to romance her, and now her mind was anywhere but, worried about his health.


  She brought him the medicine and a bottle of water. “Take this now, before we leave.”


  He obediently swallowed the pill, and she drove home. He was glad she made him take the medicine, because another minor wave of pain hit as they crossed the cattle guard at the main gate.


  “Sorry honey.” She apologized for the bumps.


  “No, that’s not it.” He winced.


  “More pain?”


  He nodded. “Not as bad though. The medicine must be working.”


  She helped him up the stairs through another minor bout of pain, and tucked him into bed. The medicine made him sleepy. He caught her hand before she turned to go.


  “Thank you, Sami. I’m sorry I ruined our evening.”


  She kissed him. “It’s okay. It’s not like you did it on purpose.” She patted his hand and closed the door. He fell asleep in minutes, the medicine taking him to a dreamless darkness.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami sat on the couch, the TV unable to hold her interest. Steve had tried so hard to make a perfect evening. But if it hadn’t been for the doctor’s diagnosis, Sami would have wondered if Steve made the pain in his gut up.


  She closed her eyes and rested her head against the sofa. At least he was trying to change himself. Could he keep it up and make the changes permanent? Not for her sake, but at least for his.


  She couldn’t deny part of her felt relieved when their romantic interlude fell through. Her body had wanted something, anything, aching to feel a man’s hands on her after months of loneliness.


  But she wanted them to be Matt’s hands. She wasn’t proud of that, but she couldn’t ask for the truth from Steve and keep lying to herself.


  That part of her had already emotionally detached from Steve, convinced the end of their marriage was near. She’d seen Steve “try” before, only to be disappointed when he didn’t follow through on his promises. She spent many years trying to accept him as he was, but he’d gotten worse.


  She was tired of letting herself get hurt. If Steve couldn’t take care of her, she needed to take care of herself and get on with life.


  Her cell phone lay on the coffee table. It wasn’t ten, Matt would still be awake. Should she call?


  She hadn’t talked to him in a few days.


  Or do I want to see if my heart still flutters?


  She dialed his number from memory.


  “Hey, Sam.”


  “Hey yourself.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. How did he read her mind like that? “I had to take Steve to the ER.”


  “What happened?”


  She related the events, leaving out their almost-tryst on the sofa.


  “Is he okay?”


  “Yeah, they gave him something that knocked him out. He’s asleep upstairs.”


  Matt paused for a moment, and she almost thought the call had dropped. “How are you doing?”


  She felt that sizzle for him again, that spark. “I’m okay,” she lied.


  “You’re lying.”


  “How do you do that?”


  He chuckled, and in her mind she envisioned his smile.


  “I know you, Sam. Despite your writing talents, in real life you’re a terrible liar.”


  “I’ll be okay. It’s been a rough week.”


  “What’s going on?”


  She gave in and told him about Steve’s mood swings, the irritability, the fights, the background history—as much as she knew—about the house. She left out the shower incident.


  When she finished, he let out a low whistle. “Wow. You know, I could get away sooner.”


  “No, it’s okay.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’ll be fine. I’m under a lot of stress.”


  They chatted a few minutes longer before she started yawning and bid him good night. She put the phone on its charger and slowly mounted the stairs.


  A heavy, dark foreboding settled on her, and she stopped, looking around. She almost felt watched, but all the curtains were drawn.


  Backtracking, she checked all the locks. Secure. Upstairs she quietly undressed and curled up in bed.


  
Chapter Sixteen


   


  The next morning, Steve handed Sami the paper with the general practitioner’s information. She called the office, and surprisingly, the doctor himself answered.


  After Sami explained the situation, he agreed to work Steve in at eleven thirty.


  “That’s perfect,” she said, writing down the address, only two blocks from the library. She gave Steve the info. “I can drop you off and meet with Jane McCartyle, the librarian.”


  Steve spent a little bit of time working on his manuscript, editing. The prior day’s events still disturbed him. He knew he heard a voice and tasted whiskey, no doubt about it.


  So strong, in fact, he debated whether he should go to the Friday night meeting as a precaution. He’d never been a big whiskey drinker, but now he felt an itch he couldn’t scratch and was afraid of it becoming a full-out, brain-burning craving he couldn’t quench without a bottle.


  It had to be some sort of delayed reaction, combined with the pain, that’s all.


  Right?


  Dr. Smith was a thin, older man with an office on the lower floor of an old, two-story brick building near the courthouse.


  “Want me to go with you?” Sami asked.


  He shook his head. “Go talk to the librarian. I’ll call your cell if we’re done in time to meet for lunch.”


  She kissed him on the cheek and walked toward the library.


  Dr. Smith’s nurse was on vacation, it turned out, which explained his light caseload and answering the phone in person. “I should close down and take one myself, but I don’t feel like going anywhere,” he explained.


  Steve liked him. He took Steve’s medical history, growing serious when they discussed his alcoholism—another reason Steve didn’t need Sami there with him.


  “How long were you drinking?”


  He hesitated. “Three years. Not really heavy the first year, then it got out of hand.”


  “But you’ve been sober since?”


  Steve looked away. “Usually.”


  “Usually?”


  Steve shrugged. “Mostly.” Well, it was sort of the truth.


  The doctor put the clipboard down and checked Steve’s vital signs. “Ever have a gallbladder attack like that before?”


  “No. It was the weirdest thing. It hit me out of nowhere.”


  “What were you doing when it happened?”


  He blushed. “It was after dinner. My wife and I were on the couch, um…” He wasn’t sure how to continue.


  The doctor spared him. “Understood. You said you’d felt the pain off and on all day?”


  Steve thought back. “Well, not all day, but most of the afternoon.”


  Dr. Smith nodded. “We’ll get you in for blood work, check your oil, rotate the tires,” he joked, making Steve laugh. “How old are you again?”


  “Forty.”


  “Kids?”


  “No.” He paused. “Not yet.”


  “Looking forward to it?”


  “Not really.” Steve didn’t realize he’d spoken the thought out loud until he saw the doctor’s look.


  “Does your wife know how you feel?”


  Steve shook his head. How was he supposed to tell her he’d changed his views on parenthood?


  He didn’t want to risk screwing up a baby’s life. He knew Sami wanted kids, they’d talked about it and agreed upon it before they got married.


  It was also why he frequently turned her away. She was thirty-five and running out of time. He knew she’d stopped taking the Pill a couple of months earlier. It wasn’t fair to her, but he didn’t want to tell her the truth and lose her. He also didn’t want her to get pregnant.


  “Don’t you think you should tell her?”


  “I was hoping I could have a secret vasectomy,” he half joked. “Then I wouldn’t have to.”


  “I think you have the topic for your next appointment with Bill.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Jane McCartyle got away early. She insisted Sami call her Jane and led the way to a small café on the other side of the courthouse square. Sami could see Dr. Smith’s office from where she sat. She kept an eye out for Steve.


  Jane carried a tote bag. After the waitress took their order, the librarian produced a file folder two inches thick and handed it to Sami. “This is everything I have on the Simpson property. Those are copies. You can keep them.”


  Sami’s eyes widened. “Jane, I don’t know what to say, thank you!” She thumbed through the contents.


  Jane dropped her voice. “I’m not a superstitious person, mind you, but that house has a pretty bad track record. Or a huge streak of bad luck. Maybe you can use the information in there for a story. I was going to write it, but frankly, I don’t have the time. I’d be happy to help you any way I can.”


  There wasn’t just information about the house, it was a detailed background study of the entire area. Sami sensed the seeds of an idea.


  “This is wonderful, thank you.” Sami closed the folder and put it to the side when the waitress brought their iced tea. “I was hoping you could put me in contact with Shelly Johnson.”


  “Why do you want to talk to her?”


  Sami fibbed. “It’s not that I don’t trust the real estate company, but the asking price they quoted us for the property seems very low. I want to ask her why.”


  Jane smiled. “Probably because of the house’s history. She won’t sell it to a developer, and it’s always quitclaimed back to her as part of her sales contract.” Jane pulled out her address book and wrote down the number. “Here you go. Tell her I gave it to you.”


  Their food arrived, and they turned their discussion from the house. Sami saw Steve step outside, and she called. She watched him stop and answer his cell.


  “Look straight ahead.”


  He did. She waved at him through the window. “See me?”


  He looked confused for a moment before he spotted her. “I’ll be right there.” He made his way across the square.


  Sami noticed Jane watching Steve. He was a handsome man, with boyish good looks, but he was at least twenty years younger than Jane. Sami didn’t think lust filled the librarian’s eyes.


  “Can I see that folder for a moment?” Jane asked.


  “Sure.” Sami handed it over. Before Steve reached them Jane pointed to a picture from an old article.


  The hat made it tricky, but sure enough, the man looked like Steve.


  The cutline on the picture identified the man as George Simpson.


  Sami somehow managed to hold up her end of the conversation. Steve ordered a cup of soup and acted like his normal, charming self. Sami kept picturing the article’s headline, now safely hidden in the folder.


  George Simpson, Family, Missing.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve closed his eyes and relaxed on the ride home. Dr. Smith made the lab appointment for Monday, with a follow-up at his office on Thursday.


  Sami seemed unusually quiet. He attributed it to stress.


  “What’s in the folder?” he asked.


  “Huh? Oh, Jane has been researching the house and area for a long time. I have dibs on it. It’ll make a great book.”


  He smiled. “Gladly. I’ve got more than enough ideas of my own.” He squeezed her hand. “Thank you for taking care of me, I appreciate it. Especially considering what a butt head I’ve been lately.”


  “Well, you might be a butt head, but you’re my butt head.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve took another pill when they got home and then lay down for a nap. After he fell asleep, Sami walked outside with her cell and called Shelly Johnson.


  “Hello?”


  “Hi, Ms. Johnson? My name is Samantha Corey, I’m renting your house.”


  There was silence for a moment, and she wasn’t sure if the call dropped.


  “Yes, the real estate company said a couple moved in. How can I help you?”


  Sami took a deep breath and tried to forget Matt’s admonishments that she was a bad liar. “I’m sorry to bother you. Jane McCartyle at the library gave me your number. The real estate agent said you might be interested in selling the property, but they quoted us an awfully low price. I wanted to make sure they were correct.”


  “You wanted to make sure they weren’t trying to pull a fast one.”


  Sami laughed. “Well, yes. They told us five hundred thousand. That can’t be right, can it?”


  “It is. How much do you know about the house?”


  Lie or tell the truth? If the woman talked to Jane, she might know about the folder of information.


  Half truth. “I’m aware apparently it has a history, but I don’t know all the details yet.” Okay, that was close enough.


  “That’s an interesting way of phrasing it, Mrs. Corey. Yes, the house has a history. I’m sure Jane can fill you in on the details, and if you still want to purchase it, the offer stands. I am getting old. I don’t want my son living there, and I don’t want to pay taxes on it anymore. If you still want it at the end of your rental period, I’ll sell it to you.”


  “Can you tell me more about the house?”


  Another long, uncomfortable silence. “If you’ll talk to Jane, I’m sure she can fill you in. I don’t like to relive it, and before I owned it, I don’t know the facts. Jane is a better source of information.”


  “Okay. Well, thank you for your time.”


  “You’re welcome.” Pause. “One more thing.”


  “Yes, ma’am?”


  “Keep an eye on your husband. If his behavior changes, you get him out of there, understand?”


  Sami swallowed. How was she supposed to tell if his behavior changed? Unless he quit being an asshole for more than five minutes, she’d never know. “Thank you, I will.”


  She hung up and went to check on Steve. He was still sound asleep.


  Sami made a cup of hot tea and curled up in her chair with the folder. There was so much to go through, well over a hundred pages of articles, copied handwritten accounts, reports—it was overwhelming. She stared at the picture of George Simpson. He looked a little older than Steve, but the resemblance was remarkable.


  Around seven, Steve made his way downstairs. “I can’t take those pills. They knock me out.”


  “If the doc says you need them, you take them. I’d rather have you comatose than in pain.”


  He walked over and kissed her. “What’s that?”


  “The information on the house Jane McCartyle gave me.” She closed the folder and sat back. “You ready for dinner?”


  He made a strange face. “How about some soup? I don’t have much of an appetite.”


  “I’m pretty sure there’s chicken noodle. Want some?”


  He nodded. “Can you bring it to me in the study? I want to work for a little while.”


  “Okay.”


  “Thanks.” She watched him walk down the hall, absently rubbing his right side.


  How could she tell if he acted strange? He was pretty odd to begin with. Maybe his appointments with Dr. Raymond would help.


   


  * * * *


   


  The weekend passed uneventfully. On Sunday, Sami cleaned the attic while Steve played catch-up. They hadn’t tried another romantic interlude. Between cleaning, her writing, and going through the folder of material about the house, romance was the last thing on Sami’s mind.


  If her totals were right, at least twelve deaths had occurred either in, around, or in some way related to the house. And she wasn’t even halfway through the folder yet.


  Knocking down more cobwebs from the rafters, Sami tried to digest the information. What was it about this house that attracted so much trouble? This wasn’t a horror novel. This was real life.


  Were there other places like this house with the same kind of track record?


  That was an interesting idea, maybe a story on “bad luck” locales.


  The sunny day had turned the attic uncomfortably hot. She decided to open the turret window, and knelt on the window seat for better leverage. It opened a few inches before firmly sticking.


  She didn’t want to go all the way downstairs for tools and looked around for something to use. She didn’t find anything and lifted the window seat as a last option.


  Nothing.


  She was about to close it again when a cold chill brushed against the back of her neck. She shuddered.


  Whirling around, she found herself alone in the attic.


  She almost closed the lid when something caught her eye. Sami dropped to her knees and worked her fingers into a small notch in a panel at the bottom and wiggled it.


  It moved!


  That chill against the back of her neck returned, along with an urgency.


  I have to open it now, before he returns!


  He who?


  She sat up. Why did I think that?


  Steve was downstairs working. Why should she care if he came up here?


  Sami shook her head and knelt to her task. A few minutes later, she worked the panel loose and found a hidden compartment between the floor joists holding three old, bound journals and an antique-looking pencil.


  Her heart raced as she pulled them out. Inside the first was a name and date. Evelyn Beaulieux, 1898.


  Evelyn… The name was familiar. She looked at the others, dated 1901 and 1906, but the name was different.


  Evelyn Simpson.


  Her journals!


  Sami’s heart raced as she replaced the secret panel, closed the window seat, and hurried downstairs to her office. Steve still worked behind his closed door. She tucked the tomes into the bottom of her filing cabinet, under income tax paperwork.


  Why am I hiding them? she thought as she closed the drawer. I should share these with Steve.


  She reached down to open the drawer again and was immediately seized by an unnatural fear.


  No!


  The voice spoke inside her head but sounded like it came from elsewhere. She looked around, startled, and decided the journals could wait for a while.


  Maybe after Steve went to bed.


  
Chapter Seventeen


   


  Steve drove to town Monday morning, leaving Sami alone. She encouraged him to go and take as much time as he needed for his appointments. He was headed to AA. She headed to her office as soon as the truck’s back bumper disappeared into the woods.


  Sami resisted the urge to start at the end of the journals and work her way back. What exactly happened to Evelyn remained unknown. The local papers speculated that George killed her and the kids. Back then, it was far from the days of CSI and crime labs. Some folks surmised she took the kids and ran after shoving George down the well. Others discounted that theory, because she didn’t take any personal effects from the house. Also, investigators found some ominously shredded clothing remnants in the master bedroom. And no one ever heard from her again.


  Sami’s hands trembled as she opened the first journal and began reading. The first few entries were penned by an Evelyn fresh out of college. She graduated with a degree in English literature from Florida State College, quite an achievement for a woman back then. Her words sounded happy and full of hope.


  Then she met George Simpson.


  Encouraged by her parents—pressured was more the word Sami would have chosen—she married the rich shipping baron. She took it in stride and made the best out of the situation. She appeared relatively happy. Things seemed okay for the first year or so.


  Then they went downhill.


  George became increasingly short-tempered and jealous. When he was home, she wasn’t allowed to go anywhere alone, otherwise she was accused of infidelity. Only when he was at work could she go out and do household errands. She wasn’t allowed to visit her family in Miami, unless he went with her.


  Two hours later, Sami made it halfway through the first journal. It was difficult to read, partly because most of it was written in ink that had badly faded over the years, and partly because of Evelyn’s narrow, sinewy script.


  Sami stretched and took a break, careful to hide the journals in the bottom drawer and lock the cabinet. It wasn’t unusual for her to lock their personal papers, so Steve wouldn’t suspect anything.


  She wondered how Steve’s appointments were going and how much longer he’d be. Which set her mind on a dangerous path which she didn’t want to tread—did she have time to snoop?


  Once thought, the idea wouldn’t go away, growing like a bad itch to scratch until she finally gave in to the urge to check his computer. She went into his office and turned on the computer, remembering the password from the other night.


  He hadn’t changed his password, so maybe he was telling the truth. She mentally smacked herself for not asking Matt about it, not that it mattered now. Steve was trying.


  Wasn’t he?


  She searched the files and found the file he’d worked on last. It wasn’t bad, certainly a lot better than the last time she checked. He’d made quite a few changes and it flowed much better.


  A little more snooping, and she found and opened another file he’d worked on that weekend.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve and Dr. Raymond walked the short distance from the meeting to his office. When they were settled, Dr. Raymond asked him about the weekend. Steve recounted the gallbladder attack. Then he told him about Dr. Smith’s observation.


  “What do you think?” Steve asked.


  Dr. Raymond leaned back in his chair and templed his fingers. “My opinion isn’t important. What’s important is what do you think about it?”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “What do you think about the fact that you’re lying to your wife about wanting kids?”


  “I’m not lying to her…exactly.”


  “You told her you wanted kids, and now you don’t. Instead of being intimate with her, you push her away and make excuses.”


  “If I tell her, she may leave.”


  “I can play Devil’s advocate and ask what do you think would happen if you don’t tell her.”


  He sighed. “If I don’t tell her, she might leave. No woman who wants to have sex with her husband will tolerate being turned down all the time.”


  “True.”


  Steve chewed on that. “It’s not that I don’t want to sleep with her. I’m afraid to. Do you think the gallbladder attack was my body trying to create an excuse?”


  “What do you think?”


  “Would you stop that?”


  “Sorry.” He smiled. “Do I think your body was trying to send you silent signals? I doubt it, not in the way you’re thinking. But the accumulated stress and conflicting feelings you have possibly contributed to the severity of the attack, yes.”


  “We’ll be married seven years at the end of next week.”


  “Do you think you owe it to her to be honest? Maybe you’re not giving her enough credit. Maybe if she leaves it’ll be because of how you’re treating her, not because you’ve changed your mind about having children. Perhaps you’re taking away her ability to freely choose her path by not giving her all the information.”


  Steve couldn’t argue with that.


  They tossed it back and forth for the rest of the session. Afterward, Steve got the lab work done and returned home.


   


  * * * *


   


  At first, Sami didn’t understand what she read. Most of it was garbage, random letters and spaces mixed in with regular prose, like a monkey trying to type Macbeth and missing the works of Shakespeare by a country mile. Toward the end of the file, more things popped out through the garbage. A word or phrase here and there.


  Evelyn…George…poison…bitch.


  A chill settled over her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something move. Wheeling around, she thought she caught a glimpse of a woman standing in the office doorway.


  She blinked, and it was gone.


  A full-body shudder enveloped her and she shut the computer down. No telling what it was, probably sleepwriting to go along with his bouts of sleepwalking. Nothing to worry about.


  She closed his office door after checking everything was in its correct place. Sami made it back to the kitchen in time to hear the Ford in the driveway.


  Perfect timing, she thought, shuddering again.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve sat in the Ford for a moment, staring at the house. A wave of rage washed over him, scaring him. He wanted to get out of the car and storm into the house, but at the same time fear of his actions forced him to remain still until it passed. Something about a woman in the turret window—he looked and saw no one, but it stood slightly ajar. Sami probably left it open to air out the attic.


  The taste of whiskey in his throat again.


  God, does this ever end?


  He swallowed hard. Another wave, this time of pain, ran through him. Like someone stabbing a red-hot poker in his side. He gasped for air, slumped over in the seat, unable to move.


  Eventually the pain subsided and he climbed out, stumbling. Sami must have seen him because she met him halfway.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Hurts.”


  Worry painted her face. She helped him the rest of the way and settled him on the couch.


  “Let me call an ambulance.”


  “And tell them what?” He cut her off more harshly than he intended. He took a deep breath and tried again. “I’ve got another appointment on Thursday with Dr. Smith. If I can make it until then, I will.” He tried to smile to relieve her concern and barely succeeded. “I guess I’ll take a pill after all. Can you get it, please?”


  She raced to oblige and soon returned with a glass of ice water and the medicine. After helping him off with his shoes she went upstairs and returned with several pillows. “Rest down here. I’ll bring you your computer later, if you want.”


  Sami leaned over and kissed him on the forehead and handed him the remote. A wave of guilt swept through him. She would be a good mother, but he couldn’t say the same about his potential parenting skills. He was too afraid to find out the hard way, after screwing up a baby.


  “Thank you, Sami.” She smiled and returned to her office.


  With the TV tuned to HBO he tried to lose himself in Sopranos reruns, miserably failing. Pain, and a little nausea, washed over him, but at least in ever-gentler waves. Eventually, the medicine caught up with him and he fell asleep.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve found himself in a small, dark room. An old kerosene lamp sat on the table, and his clothes smelled smoky. His dream double sat writing a note at the table.


  “Old bitch thought she’d POISON me,” his dream self said. “Showed her. And those kids. They were in on it. Just wanted my money. Well I showed them all!”


  He slapped the pencil down on the table and turned to the shelves behind him. Boxes of currency, bills and coins, and various things stacked in no apparent order.


  He smiled, not in control of his actions. It had to be a dream, but he couldn’t pull himself out of it no matter how hard he tried. He rubbed his side and shoved his chair back from the rough-hewn table.


  There was still over half a bottle of whiskey left. He took a swig right from the bottle.


  Holy hell, this dream is real! He tasted the whiskey’s bite and felt its warmth roll all the way down his throat.


  He blew the lamp out and forgot the note in his excitement. She would pay, by God. Just like those kids paid, only he’d take it out of her flesh. He wasn’t no pervert, he wouldn’t do that to a kid.


  But to a poisoning bitch—who’d blame him?


  When he stepped out of the room, a wave of pain hit him, and he screamed in agony.


  Steve woke up on the floor next to the couch, the pain subsiding. Sami crouched over him, trying to wake him.


  “Steve? Oh my God. Are you okay?”


  He sat up, the pain fading, but with a foul taste in his mouth.


  She sniffed at him. “Why do you smell like a campfire?”


  He barely made it to the downstairs bathroom in time to vomit.


  Sami wet a washcloth and pressed it to his forehead. “I’m calling Dr. Smith. You are not waiting until Thursday.”


  He didn’t argue with her.


  
Chapter Eighteen


   


  “So you like me so much you make yourself sick to see me?” Dr. Smith studied Steve’s chart as he walked over to the hospital bed.


  He looked at Sami. “You must be Mrs. Corey.”


  They shook hands. “I suppose I must.”


  He laughed. “I bet she keeps you on your toes.”


  Steve smiled wanly. “She does. Hey, Doc, will I be able to play the piano after the operation?” At Sami’s urging, they got permission from Dr. Smith to mellow the patient. The nurses put a mild sedative in Steve’s IV. Steve wasn’t a needles kind of person, and he felt sick enough as it was.


  Dr. Smith smiled. “Can you play it now?”


  Steve shook his head and laughed like it was the funniest joke in the world. Sami looked at the doctor.


  “The drugs have kicked in,” she said.


  He laughed. “Yes, I see. I guess since you’re the only consenting adult in the room, I need to talk to you.”


  Steve laughed again, sounding more than a little drunk. “Consenting adult—that’s a good one, Doc.”


  Dr. Smith and Sami both smiled. “Steve, you stay here, I need to borrow your wife for a few minutes, okay?”


  Steve waved to them as they stepped outside. “Bring her back in one piece, Doc.” He laughed and turned his attention back to Cartoon Network.


  “Well, I gather he was always a happy, mellow drunk?”


  “Usually. He was nastier when he tried to stay sober between drunks.”


  “That’s what we need to talk about.” He looked around and found a vacant room nearby, closing the door behind them. “I called the hospital after I talked to you and gave them orders. I know he had blood work pulled today, but those labs won’t be accessible to me yet, so they drew new ones.”


  Sami didn’t see why this was so important to tell her in private. “And?” He had a point, and she wanted him to hurry up and get to it.


  The doctor sighed. “His blood alcohol came back .03.”


  Sami felt the blood drain from her face. “That’s not possible.”


  From the doctor’s expression, she realized how naive that statement sounded. She grabbed a nearby chair since her knees wouldn’t support her.


  “That’s not possible,” she repeated, wanting to say something, but too stunned to form new words. She tried to sort her thoughts. “He’s been sober over five years. We don’t have any alcohol in the house.”


  “He got it somewhere. I’m having them rerun the tests to make sure.”


  She thought back to what she knew, the early years where she scoured the cabinets for hidden bottles, his desk, his car.


  “Wait a minute.” She grasped at hope. “He was asleep on the couch for over an hour before. I could see him from my office, and I know he didn’t move off that couch. Then, he got sick and threw up, and I brought him here. It took them at least a half hour before they drew his blood, and it took me nearly twenty minutes to drive us here. That’s almost two hours. He didn’t have anything to drink in that time. I know, because I was there. To be pulling a .03 he would have had a drink in that time and he didn’t. I’d swear to it.”


  There, that solved it. The lab results were wrong. Had to be. He couldn’t have been drinking. She would have known.


  Wouldn’t she?


  “Where was he before he was on the couch?”


  The triumphant smile froze on her face. “He had a meeting this morning, the appointment with Dr. Raymond, then the lab work. After that, home.”


  That was a honking big time gap, and she knew it. He may have pulled a .03, but he could have been drinking on the way home and been a lot drunker by the time he arrived.


  He had taken his time getting out of the car.


  But she didn’t smell anything on his breath, and there were no bottles in the car.


  There was the smoky smell. Funny she hadn’t noticed it when he first got home, just when she helped him back onto the couch. He might have stopped at the day-use campground at the park entrance on his way home and dumped the evidence in one of the trash cans—


  She held her head in her hands. “I do not need this right now. Is there any chance this is a mistake?”


  He nodded. “Of course there is. I just wouldn’t count on it.”


  She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I can’t go through that again. I won’t. Jesus Christ.” She closed her eyes. So much for getting her hopes up and wishing Steve was trying this time.


  Her inner cynic felt vindicated. Her heart, however, was broken.


  The doctor placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Let’s get him feeling better, then we can schedule an intervention if that’s what you want.”


  She nodded. “Thanks.”


  They returned to Steve’s room and found him asleep. She sat watching him until nine o’clock, wondering what to do.


  Calling Matt topped her list. She needed him, needed his help. She couldn’t do an intervention alone.


  And maybe she needed him to help her pack and move back to Ohio.


  Without Steve.


  She couldn’t believe Steve was drinking again. There were no signs.


  Well, okay, there was the irritable behavior.


  The writer’s block.


  The fights.


  The lack of sex drive.


  She threw her head back. “Oh shit. I’m such a moron,” she whispered.


  All the signs were there.


  They had Steve on the surgical schedule for eight in the morning. She checked with the charge nurse to make sure she had the time right and headed home. The horses would be hungry, and she couldn’t stop crying.


  “Goddammit!”


  She sat in the driveway and pounded her fists against the steering wheel.


  “I’m a stupid fucking dumb-ass!”


  She grabbed a flashlight from the glove box and ransacked the truck. No booze.


  She fed the horses, which were obviously annoyed by her tardiness.


  Calling Matt still topped her list, but first she ripped all the cushions off the sofa and pulled it away from the wall to look under it.


  Nothing.


  His office was next. Every drawer, every computer bag and bookshelf, and even the small, empty closet.


  Nothing.


  She ripped the kitchen apart, already knowing what she wouldn’t find.


  Cell phone in hand, she collapsed in the middle of the ugly linoleum floor and called Matt, her composure shattered.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Sam? Honey, you have to calm down.” Matt spent the first five minutes trying to get her to stop sobbing long enough to tell him what happened. First he worried Steve had died. Then, when she cried the story out, he felt so angry he wanted to kill Steve himself.


  “Matt, what am I going to do? I can’t believe he lied to me all these years about not drinking!”


  “I know, honey. It’s okay.” He closed his eyes and wished he could put his arms around her. She sounded horrible. He wanted to jump on the first flight to Tampa, but Pog curled at his feet meant that wasn’t possible. “Have you checked the rest of the house?”


  She sniffled. “Not yet. He started going to AA again. He told me, he swore to me he wasn’t drinking.”


  He’d seen more of Steve’s addiction than Sami and knew it was entirely possible—if not probable—that Steve had been drinking all these years. Especially when he looked back in hindsight at Steve’s recent behavior. He didn’t want to make her feel any worse than she obviously did. She needed a distraction.


  “Sam, sweetie, go search the house. Call me back when you’re done. I don’t care how late. Okay?”


  He heard her sniffle again. “Okay.”


  He hung up and rubbed his eyes. He could leave by late tomorrow, but sooner than that was out of the question.


  Then again, no reason to be rash. She was Steve’s wife. She could handle this.


  But she was still the love of his life, and he couldn’t stand hearing her so upset.


  Maybe it would be better if he didn’t go down. He was liable to say something to Steve he couldn’t take back, and lose them both as friends in the process.


  An hour later she called back, sounding calmer. “Matt, there’s nothing. Nothing at all. I turned this house upside down. There’s not much here to begin with, just the furniture we bought and other stuff we brought with us, which wasn’t much. If he’s got anything stashed, he’s hidden it better than I can find it.”


  Matt suspected Steve had gotten better at hiding his stash, and Sami’s searching skills had grown rusty from complacency. “I can leave tomorrow night and come down. Do you want me there?”


  She fell silent for a moment. “Part of me wants to say yes, and part of me says maybe it’s not a good idea.”


  “Which part of you is winning the argument?”


  “I would love for you to come early, you don’t know how much. Maybe it’s better to stick to the original plan.”


  You don’t know how much. She didn’t expound on that comment. He suspected she didn’t realize she’d spoken it out loud.


  “Call me as soon as you hear anything, or call me if you need me. You know I’m here for you.”


  “Thanks, Matt.”


  Emotionally drained, he lay down. If Steve was drinking again, it meant bad news—for Steve. Matt knew Sami wouldn’t stay if Steve couldn’t stay sober. She didn’t want any part of that.


  And Matt wouldn’t repeat his mistake and give Steve a second chance.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve looked pale the next morning. He tried to smile when Sami walked in a little before seven.


  “How are you feeling?” she asked.


  “Like death warmed over.”


  “Did you sleep well?”


  He shook his head. “I had another horrible dream. They did another CT scan this morning and said my gallbladder looks even worse than it did the other day. They can’t explain it.”


  “Well, Dr. Smith said the surgeon doing your operation is good, and this is a pretty routine procedure.”


  A nurse walked in with medicine and Steve’s chart. “You’ve got that right.” She checked Steve’s chart and ID wristband before administering a dose of medicine through his IV. “We’ve got the best laparoscopic surgeon in the area. You’ll probably be home tomorrow afternoon. They said you’re trying to grow golf balls. They want to keep an eye on you overnight.” She smiled. Steve tried to return the smile but looked decidedly sick.


  Dr. Smith arrived before the surgical orderly. “Do you have any questions?”


  “Yeah,” Steve quipped. “Can you knock me out now?”


  Dr. Smith’s face grew serious. “How long has it been since you had anything to drink?”


  The question shocked Sami. She swiveled her head to watch Steve’s response.


  Steve looked confused. “They’ve had me on IVs since I got in here. They said I couldn’t have anything to eat or drink after midnight.”


  “No, Steve. I mean alcohol. How long has it been since you had any alcohol to drink?”


  He still looked confused. “I don’t—I haven’t. Why?”


  The doctor sat on the edge of the bed. “You need to be completely honest with me. I’m your doctor. I’m not going to judge you, but I need you to be honest with me so I can treat you properly.”


  “What’s going on?” Steve looked from Sami to the doctor, indignation breaking through his sedative haze. “I’m sober. Sami, tell him.” From his reaction, she realized she must have had a dubious look on her face. “What’s going on?” he asked.


  Dr. Smith answered. “I told your wife the blood work we drew yesterday here at the hospital when you were admitted, your blood alcohol level came back .03. They drew more blood this morning, and your blood alcohol level was .09.”


  Sami gasped. “That’s legally drunk!”


  Steve couldn’t comprehend what they said. “I’ve been in this hospital bed since they put me here. I got up once last night to go to the bathroom, and that’s it. Ask the nurses.”


  “We can’t do surgery until your blood alcohol level drops.”


  “Can’t the IV drugs cause it?”


  Dr. Smith shook his head. “Not what you’ve received, they can’t.”


  Steve collapsed against the pillows with a stunned look on his face. Sami watched him. When drunk, he was nearly incapable of lying.


  At least, that’s the way he used to be.


  He didn’t look like he was lying, and he wasn’t acting like he was drunk.


  “I don’t understand,” Steve said.


  “We’ll monitor you this morning. Once your blood alcohol level drops, we can operate.” Dr. Smith noted something on the chart and left the room, speaking to a nurse on his way out.


  Sami fought the tears, the anger, the humiliation. And wondered if Steve might be telling the truth, or at least convinced he was.


  He closed his eyes. “I didn’t drink. I swear.”


  Sami called Dr. Raymond and asked him to come to the hospital. He arrived minutes later. Sami left them alone, closing the room door behind her.


  Dr. Raymond met up with her nearly an hour later in the waiting room and sat with her.


  “Well? Or can’t you tell me because of patient privilege?” she bitterly asked.


  He shook his head. “I don’t know what to tell you. The blood work says he’s lying, but he swears he’s sober. What’s crazier is I think I believe him, even though I should know better.”


  She lowered her head and fought the tears. “I wish I believed him.”


  He patted her shoulder. “I know it sounds crazy. If someone was telling me this story, I would think they were crazy, too. But I think there’s another explanation.”


  Dr. Smith walked toward them, a strange look on his face. He waved Sami back down to Steve’s room.


  “Want me to come?” Dr. Raymond asked her.


  “Please.”


  Dr. Smith closed the door behind them. Steve stared at the wall, his jaw clenched.


  “Well, folks,” Dr. Smith said. “I’ve been practicing medicine for a lot of years, and this takes the cake.”


  “What now? Are you going to tell me I’ve got crack or pot in my system too?” Steve bitterly asked.


  “No. Actually, I’m going to tell you the blood work we ran on you, which should have been around .05 or so, came back negative.”


  Sami froze. “Could you repeat that?”


  Steve glared at them. “I told you I was sober.” From his sullen demeanor, Sami suspected they’d backed off his IV meds.


  “Steve’s blood work came back negative. Now, this shouldn’t be possible if he’d been drinking. It should have shown something, even a trace amount. It’s showing nothing. I watched the nurse draw the blood, and I walked the sample to the lab myself.”


  “What about the other samples? Could there have been a problem?”


  He nodded. “I don’t know what or why yet.” He turned to Steve. “It seems I owe you an apology.”


  Steve closed his eyes. “I told you I was sober.”


  Sami felt bad. Worse, like this still wasn’t the truth. Maybe Steve hadn’t been drinking, but there was something else going on.


  “Can we have a moment alone?” Sami asked the doctors. They left. “Steve, I’m sorry.”


  He stared at her.


  “I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t think you’d been drinking, but…” She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I believed the lab results.”


  He took her hand, his face softening. “It’s okay. In your shoes, I would have thought the same thing. How bad’s the house?”


  “I have a disaster to clean up.”


  He pulled her to him and she sat next to him on the bed. “Sami, why do you put up with me? You deserve so much better.”


  She kissed him. “I love you.”


  He closed his eyes. “I love you, too.”


  The nurse returned. “They’re ready for him.”


  Sami stood and moved out of the way while they rolled in a surgical gurney. Sami walked alongside, then waved as they pushed his gurney through the OR doors.


  Drs. Smith and Raymond waited for her in Steve’s room. She felt drained, angry, stunned.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  Dr. Smith shook his head. “I notified the lab. I have the results from the retesting of the other samples. That’s one of the good things about a small facility like this. Fortunately, they hadn’t been disposed of yet.”


  “And?” When she felt her nails painfully dig into her palms, she flexed her fingers and tried to relax her hands.


  “They’re totally clean.”


  Sami realized she’d been holding her breath. “Are you sure?”


  “We’re retesting. There’s a possibility the machines might have been calibrated wrong.”


  She sat on the bed, her knees weak. “I can’t take much more of this.” She looked at them. “How horrible is it that any time something happens, I automatically suspect him? I mean, I didn’t believe it, didn’t want to believe it, and yet I believed it. Does this ever go away? Do I ever get to trust him?”


  “I don’t have any answers,” Dr. Raymond said quietly. “I wish I did. Everyone finds their own level of detachment and boundaries. I wish I could give you a better answer.”


  “I want a normal life. I want a husband who doesn’t ignore me. I want a baby. I want a life where I don’t have to worry if his bad mood is due to writer’s block or a hangover!”


  She missed the knowing look the doctors exchanged.


  
Chapter Nineteen


   


  She called Matt. “You are not going to frackin’ believe this.”


  When she finished the story, he whistled. “You’re right. I don’t believe it. What the hell is going on?”


  “I don’t know. I feel like my world’s been upended twice in one day.”


  “I can understand that.”


  “I’m tired, Matt. I’m so tired of all this bullshit.”


  He listened, aching for her, wanting to hold her. When they ended the call, he sat there, staring at his phone for a few minutes. He felt helpless. The Sami he knew and loved was a strong, fiercely independent woman. The Sami he’d just talked to sounded like she’d reached the end of her rope and couldn’t even tie a knot in it to hang on.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve looked pale and weak when they wheeled him back into the room. After they transferred him to his bed, Sami took Steve’s hand and squeezed it.


  “How do you feel?” she asked.


  “I’ve felt better.”


  She stayed for a little while. Then he encouraged her to go home. He wanted to sleep, and there was little she could do but sit and stare at him.


  “I’ll come back around dinner, okay?” she said.


  He nodded, his eyes already drooping.


  She took her time driving home. In the yard, Sami sat in the truck and stared at the house. Part of her liked it, and even liked the location. Loved the location, actually, now that she had grown used to it. Plenty of riding trails, and the dirt bikes didn’t disturb her much.


  If it wasn’t for the damn house.


  Maybe it was the color. The ugly, dingy gray sucked. Maybe it was the history. She took a deep breath and went inside. She should work. Steve wouldn’t feel up to working for a couple of days once he was home, and that would cut into her privacy.


  Inside, the house looked like a bomb went off.


  She sighed. No work yet.


  It took over an hour to straighten the worst of the mess. Then she made herself a sandwich and settled onto the couch with Evelyn’s journals and the file folder next to her.


  Whiskey was George’s favorite drink. Evelyn didn’t know what to do about her husband’s drinking. He didn’t go to work drunk, but he didn’t hesitate to crack a bottle once he returned home.


  By the end of the first journal, George’s abuse had worsened, mostly mental and emotional, but occasionally slapping her as well. Sami’s heart went out to the woman even though they were separated by nearly a century of time. It must have been horrible for her, trapped in an abusive marriage.


  The second journal picked up where the first left off. Evelyn poured out her heart, yearning for happiness. In the beginning, she loved George as best she could, tried to make him happy, thinking if she worked hard enough he might change. Slowly, her thinking shifted as she realized the problem might be George, not her.


  She got pregnant in early spring of 1901 and was overjoyed with the prospect of being a mother. Then, during a drunken rage, George threw her down the stairs and she miscarried.


  Apparently this scared him sober for a while, and their relationship improved. She got pregnant with Keith later that same year, and in April 1902, gave birth to a healthy baby boy.


  The overwhelming job of new motherhood took priority to her journaling, because a gap fell between Keith’s birth and September.


  George started drinking again.


  Not as much as before apparently, but his nasty behavior returned. The difference was he started staying out late, coming home with whiskey on his breath but not totally drunk. He didn’t try to touch her in bed. She suspected he had a mistress.


  Christmas of 1902.The blessed streak of George ignoring her in bed came to a screeching end. That Christmas, he got drunk and forced himself on her after their guests went home. She gave birth to Susan in early September of 1903.


  Sami’s stomach churned. She barely made it to the bathroom, throwing up her lunch and dry heaving for several minutes after. She collapsed on the cool tile and cried. Cried for Evelyn, the children—herself.


  Steve wasn’t abusive while drunk. At least, not to George’s extent. Reading Evelyn’s words stripped Sami’s emotions to the core, bringing back the tears, the anger, the sadness…


  The mistrust.


  She couldn’t fault Evelyn for staying because times were different. She related to the hope, the codependence, the worry she drove him to drink. Trying to change herself. Mold her very soul to get him to stop drinking.


  It took Sami a while to find the strength to move. She washed her face and returned to the journals. She had to read them and in some way give Evelyn voice.


  Susan and Keith were Evelyn’s joy and reason for living. She shielded them from their father as much as possible, even seducing him to draw his attention and anger away from the children when he was in an especially foul mood.


  George apparently loved that. It was amazing she didn’t get pregnant again.


  George went away on a business trip for over a month in the spring of 1904, and it was as if a veil had lifted. Her happiness sprang from the page, crystal clear and full of hope.


  Then George returned. A month passed before she wrote again. Her words bore a decidedly different tone.


   


  There are not enough excuses I can use to escape him at night now. I think I preferred it when I thought he was with a mistress. It saved me from his attentions.


   


  Saved? This woman sounded like she had lost all hope. Her only happiness seemed to be when she wrote about her children and their activities. They were her sole grace, and she reveled in their achievements.


  The one good thing about George’s increased attentions in bed was he hit her less.


  The third journal started in late 1906. He started drinking more heavily, which Evelyn encouraged. He would get too drunk to do anything but pass out, usually on the sofa in their front parlor. This left her free to write in the evenings—and free from his attention.


  In the later months of 1907, he spent a lot of time away, sometimes days at a time. She learned to never question where he went or why, although asking him when she could expect his return was sometimes allowed.


  In January of 1908, the absences were explained when he told her about the new house and gave her a few short weeks to make arrangements to pack their things for the move.


  She felt terrified. She didn’t want to leave Tampa, but George gave her no choice. His drinking worsened. She feared what might happen in the middle of nowhere if he had no one to answer to for his actions. She despaired of getting away from him, and actually considered getting him drunk and escaping with the children. But she had no access to money, and didn’t know how she would get to Miami. George threatened to take the children if she ever left him. She would never leave them alone with their father.


   


  How could I ever leave my children behind? Worse, how do I protect my son, keep him from growing like his father? He has a beautiful, sweet, pure heart. How do I shield him from George?


  How do I keep him from repeating the sins of his father?


   


  Sami took a break, feeling shaky. Evelyn’s writing flowed so poignant and eloquent from the page. It was like being there and feeling her emotions.


  The sun dipped behind the woods, and Sami realized how late it was. She fed the horses and headed to the hospital.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve’s eyes were closed when she walked into the room. At first she thought he was sleeping. The small hospital cafeteria was still open, and she’d bought a take-out dinner so she could eat with Steve. When she set her purse down, he opened his eyes.


  “Hey, you.”


  She leaned over and kissed him. “Hey, you. Did you eat yet?”


  He shook his head. “Any minute now.” With perfect timing, a nurse brought in a tray.


  “Here you go, Mr. Corey.”


  Steve thanked her and looked at it, grimacing. Mashed potatoes, chicken soup, a roll, and green gelatin.


  “They must have you on a bland diet,” Sami smiled.


  He tentatively tasted it. “Trade you?”


  “Not on your life.” Her pork chop wasn’t bad, but she wasn’t about to feed him something that might make him sick.


  Fortunately Steve wasn’t up to talking, because Sami’s mind drifted back to Evelyn’s journals. She wanted to finish them tonight and maybe find out what happened to the family. Several times she started to tell Steve about the journals. Every time, an irrational fear set in, nearly a panic that he shouldn’t know.


  It didn’t make any sense, but it felt better to keep quiet.


  Nerves. Must be.


   


  * * * *


   


  It was ten o’clock when she returned home.


  We really need some outdoor lighting.


  Normally, Sami wasn’t skittish in the dark, but she couldn’t help rushing inside and locking the door behind her. Once she had all the lights on and the curtains closed against the night, she turned on the TV and returned to Evelyn’s last journal.


  The journal entries grew shorter and more sporadic. Evelyn kept them hidden in the attic and wrote quickly so George wouldn’t discover them. He would spend hours locked in the basement. She was not allowed down there.


  The few times she felt safe writing at any length, her focus was on the children—and George’s drinking. Evelyn wasn’t sure where he was getting the whiskey because she wasn’t buying it during their shopping trips, and she hadn’t seen any evidence of it in the house. But she smelled it on his breath and saw it in his actions. She surmised he must have it hidden in the basement. Yet the few times she snuck down there, she saw nothing but spare furniture.


  It was a mystery to her.


  By early June he was drinking heavily. Occasionally she saw him with a bottle. Whiskey, of course, but she was still unsure where he hid his stash. She thought about spying on him to figure it out so she could destroy them, even though she knew that would incur his wrath.


  And he was changing.


  He grew more vicious, lashing out verbally and physically. She taught the children to hide when their father yelled, partially to protect them from his temper, and partially so they couldn’t witness what she did to distract him.


  As June slipped into July, she grew more fearful, even as her entries grew shorter and more furtive.


   


  I swear tonight he had a reddish glow in his eyes. It is as if he is transforming into something from the very bowels of Hell. I don’t know how to get away from him. I might have to do something desperate, perhaps violent, while he is asleep one night.


  I fear for the children…


   


  Sami’s gut knotted. Evelyn’s fear leapt off the page from every pencil stroke.


  Her final entry was dated July 22nd.


   


  He is sick. I do not know what is wrong with him. He no longer shaves and claims he has stomach pain. He is constantly rubbing his right side. Last night, he accused me of trying to poison him even though I’ve been trying to get him to see a doctor for days. I begged him to let me hitch the team and drive him into town, but he refused. He growled at me—I know it sounds insane, but it was a growl. Perhaps the whiskey, perhaps his pain. I don’t know what is wrong with him—I wish I had the constitution of a murderess, I would have poisoned him for all his years of terror. But I cannot claim that, despite my most fervent desires to be free.


  I am scared he will do something violent. He told me things were going to change around here. Change very soon. I do not know what he meant by that, but despite the heat his words chilled me to my very soul.


   


  And that was it.


  Blank pages followed.


  Where have I heard that before? Sami thought as she yawned. She rubbed her eyes—it was nearly midnight.


  Sami froze at the noise upstairs. It sounded like a footstep.


  After several minutes and no other sounds, she grabbed her cell phone and a butcher knife from the kitchen and slowly climbed the stairs. Rational thought told her no one was up there. Not to mention every horror movie she’d ever seen ran through her mind. How many times had she yelled at the screen for the heroine not to go up there?


  But she’d feel stupid if she called the cops over a settling house. Famous Writer’s Wife Calls Cops for Nothing. Yeah, she could see that headline on TMZ.com.


  She punched 911 into the keypad and waited. At the top of the stairs a chill caressed her, probably the air-conditioner kicking on.


  She found nothing.


  She checked the bedrooms, the closets.


  Alone.


  Settling. Old houses settle. They creak, they groan. They make noises.


  Although she wasn’t sure she believed it.


  Yawning, she cleared 911 from the phone and turned, coming face-to-face with a woman at the top of the stairs. Petite, auburn hair, sad-eyed and careworn.


  And dressed in old-fashioned clothes.


  Sami barely had time to let out a scream before the woman vanished into thin air.


  Sami fainted.


   


  * * * *


   


  The property looked different. The barn was little more than a rustic wooden shed, not the modern sheet metal building standing in her yard. The barbed wire perimeter fence was gone. Only the corral, larger than its current size, was fenced in, with newly hewn posts and boards.


  Mutt and Jeff were not there, replaced by a matching pair of bays, who whinnied over the fence. Three small, skinny milk cows grazed in the far corner of the corral, while a couple of free-roaming pigs rooted near the fence line. Chickens pecked in the yard.


  An old—make that new—buckboard sat parked near the side of the barn.


  Sami turned. There was a storm coming. Lighting flashed overhead, followed almost immediately by a crack of thunder that shook the ground and made her jump.


  Sami looked at the house. In the turret window, she saw an auburn-haired woman furtively glance out. She seemed to be doing something. Writing, perhaps?


  She heard a noise in the barn. A man, his back to her and bent over something, muttered darkly. She couldn’t hear everything but recognized the voice.


  “Damn bitch…poisoning me…I swear she’s gonna pay.”


  He stood, grabbing his right side and moaning in pain. Sami didn’t have time to move, but he didn’t appear to see her as he stumbled past her toward the house.


  He was the spitting image of Steve. Same height, same weight, and if it wasn’t for the age and stubble on his face, he could be his twin.


  The woman in the turret instantly disappeared from the window. A moment later she met him at the front door and tried to help him inside…


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami came to lying on the hall floor at the top of the stairs. It was a miracle she didn’t tumble down them. Her cell phone lay by her side. She’d been unconscious for over fifteen minutes.


  Her right hand hurt, her palm bleeding where the knife sliced her.


  Counting herself doubly lucky she hadn’t landed on it and skewered herself, she picked it up with her left hand and carefully made her way down to the kitchen.


  The knife clattered in the sink, and she rinsed the blood off her palm. The cut had almost stopped bleeding and wasn’t too deep. She poured peroxide on it, wincing in pain, and wrapped it with gauze.


  What the hell happened? She figured she fainted, but the dream seemed so vivid—


  The woman!


  The woman in the turret window was the same one she saw at the top of the stairs.


  The folder lay on the coffee table. Sami used her left hand to open it and rifle the contents, spreading them out to find what she wanted.


  The article with a picture of a mother and her two children.


  Evelyn Simpson. Even in black and white, there was no disputing the sad, mournful eyes staring back at her.


  
Chapter Twenty


   


  Sami brought Steve home the next afternoon. She didn’t tell him about her experience, explaining the cut on her hand as an accidental encounter with the barbed wire fence.


  He quietly took over the couch, aimlessly channel surfing and napping all afternoon. Earlier she’d gathered all the papers and journals and locked them in the bottom of the filing cabinet. He chose to spend the night on the couch.


  The next morning, she drove him into town. She didn’t want to sit in on his meeting or appointment with Dr. Raymond. It was his job to tackle his demons.


  Instead, she spent two hours exploring the town square and surrounding shops. There was a quilt shop, a bookstore, and quite a few antique stores. The last shop she reached before she had to meet Steve was a new age store. The kiwi-green sign read Many Blessings in bright-pink, curly letters.


  It wasn’t her thing, but the storefront looked inviting, and they had a coffee counter. She needed a cappuccino after her sleepless night.


  Only the clerk was there, greeting her with a chipper smile. “What can I do you for?”


  “Something strong to wake me up.”


  “Gotcha.” The petite girl with a long mass of wild, curly red hair moved behind the coffee counter and rang her up. A minute later, Sami sipped the best cappuccino she’d ever had, which said a lot.


  “Are you new in town?” the clerk asked.


  “Yes, we’re renting a house for the summer.”


  “That’s funny. People around here usually rent for the winter and go home for the summer.”


  “I know. My husband wanted a change of pace. He’s a writer.”


  “Oh?” The girl brightened. “Anyone I’ve heard of?”


  “Steven Corey.”


  The girl gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “You’re renting the old Simpson house!”


  Sami wasn’t sure she liked the conversation’s direction. “Yes, why?”


  She raced to the front door and locked it, flipping a sign over that read, “Be Back in a Few—Girl’s Gotta Do What a Girl’s Gotta Do!”


  “Come here!” The clerk disappeared into the back room. Sami hesitantly followed.


  The clerk pulled on a string, and a dim bulb lit the back alcove she used as an office. “I’ve got something you need.” She rooted around in a battered file cabinet, muttering as she searched.


  At first, Sami thought the woman was in her early twenties. As she stepped closer, Sami realized she had to be in her early thirties, if not older. Her red hair looked natural, but upon closer inspection, Sami spotted auburn roots peeking through. For some reason, the woman looked very familiar. Short and petite, she had a presence about her much larger than her frame.


  “Here it is!” The woman wheeled around and held out an old book.


  Sami put her cup down and tentatively took it. “What is it?”


  “It’s my great-grandmother’s journal. By the way, name’s Julie Prescott.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Mary Prescott had been three months pregnant when her husband was arrested. He hung himself in the county jail before he was brought to trial. Mary moved shortly after, never again talking about her experiences in the house.


  When Mary died, she left a safe-deposit box filled with various papers, including the journal. By that time she had been remarried and widowed, but her only son retained his father’s last name. He passed the journal to his son, who had no interest in it, who in turn passed it to his only daughter.


  “Mrs. Johnson wouldn’t sell it to me, told me the house had caused my family enough grief to last a lifetime. I tried to get her to let me go in with a group to study it, and she wouldn’t let me do that either. Have you seen anything?”


  Sami stroked the book’s cover. Boy, had she.


  “No,” she lied. “It’s been quiet. Peaceful, actually.”


  “Well, anytime you move, it’s crazy.” Julie went to a shelf and pulled down a box, handing it to her. “I sell new home blessing kits—sage sticks, candles, sea salt. Here, take this.” She handed it to Sami, who had no choice but to accept. “Use it. It’ll make you feel better.” Sami noted the tiny wrinkles around the corner of the woman’s eyes. Mid-thirties, most likely.


  “How much?”


  Julie held up her hands. “Gratis! You can borrow the journal as long as you need it. I’ve got a copy of it scanned on my computer. I would like it back eventually.” She leaned forward. “Please, just promise me if you see or hear anything, call me. I’d love to study it, and I promise to keep your identity a secret. No paparazzi craziness or anything. I swear.”


  Sami nodded. “Okay, thanks.” She juggled her cup of cappuccino and the box, stashing the journal inside to make the job a little easier. “I have to meet my husband. He had surgery. I need to get him to his follow-up visit.”


  “Oh, nothing serious, I hope?” She reversed the sign and unlocked the door. A young couple patiently waited outside, the man checking his BlackBerry while the woman studied a Tarot card display in the window.


  “No, just his gallbladder. He’ll be fine, but thank you.”


  Sami still had a few minutes before the end of Steve’s appointment with Dr. Raymond. She went to the truck and looked for a place to stash the box.


  She didn’t want Steve to see it.


  The truck had a large crew cab. There was room for the box under one of the back seats. After checking nothing inside would spill, she shoved it under there and put a folded rain poncho on top.


  Sami reached Dr. Raymond’s building when Steve emerged. She walked with him to Dr. Smith’s office. A matronly nurse smiled when they arrived. “Sign in here please.” She handed him a clipboard.


  Dr. Smith kept them waiting only five minutes. “Sorry about that, my caseload is up with Susan back.” He checked the incision and asked Steve about his pain levels. Steve took only extra-strength Tylenol after having refused offers of stronger meds at the hospital.


  “I don’t want anything stronger.” He looked at Sami. “That was a bad scare you threw into me, Doc. I don’t want to screw things up.”


  “Understandable. Again, I’m sorry about that. We still don’t know exactly what happened.”


  Steve smiled. “Just take it off my bill. Oh, wait, maybe you could give us a freebie.” He motioned to Sami. “Take a look at her hand, will you?”


  Sami shrank back in her chair. “It’s okay, I’m fine.”


  “Sami, let the doc look at it. While he’s doing that, I need to visit the little boys’ room.” Sami took Steve’s place on the exam table, and Dr. Smith unwrapped the gauze.


  “What happened?”


  “It was a stupid accident.”


  “Steve didn’t have anything to do with it?”


  “No!” He looked up, and she realized her answer had sounded a little too forceful. “It happened while he was in the hospital.” When doctor didn’t say anything, she burst into tears. “I think I’m losing my mind.”


  He handed her a tissue and continued to examine the wound. “I won’t tell him.”


  She gave him the abbreviated version and was finishing when Steve returned.


  “—and when I reached over to pet him on the nose, I snagged my hand on the wire. It was stupid. I wasn’t paying attention.”


  The doctor nodded, playing along. “When was your last tetanus shot?”


  “Several years.”


  “I’ll get you one.”


  Steve stood up again. “I’ll wait outside, honey.” He was not a fan of needles used on himself or others.


  The door closed behind him, and Dr. Smith finished dressing the wound. “You’re lucky you didn’t land on the knife.”


  She nodded. “I know.”


  “You couldn’t have explained that away so easily.”


  “I know.”


  He gave her the shot and made a notation on a new chart sheet. “How is your stress level right now?”


  “Oh, let’s see. Right about…here.” She held her good hand a foot over her head.


  “And one of Julie’s cappuccinos can put a jittery spin on things.”


  “How did you—oh, the cup.” He’d pointed to the distinctive kiwi-green cup with its swirly pink lettering.


  He nodded. “Don’t let her fool you. She was a Rhodes Scholar. Graduated valedictorian of her high school class and had a full academic scholarship. She should be running a Fortune 500 company on Wall Street, or trying cases before the Supreme Court, or something like that.”


  “What’s she doing here?”


  He shrugged. “One too many ghost stories in her past, I suppose.” He eyed her again. “I can’t say I believe in spirits, but there’s no denying that house has a history. Don’t hesitate to reach out for help.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Exhausted, Steve went upstairs to bed when they returned home. Once sure he was asleep, Sami retrieved the box from the truck and managed to fit it in the bottom of the file cabinet. She didn’t want to look at it now. It would have to wait until he left Monday morning for his meeting and appointments.


  Matt called for an update. Sami left out most of the details, not wanting to worry him. There would be plenty of time to catch up when he arrived on—


  “Oh! You’ll be here Sunday.”


  He laughed. “Nice to know you remembered.”


  “I lost track of time.”


  “I wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything else you needed. I’m leaving Saturday morning, taking my time. Pog and I will stay somewhere Saturday night…”


  Ten minutes later they said good-bye, and she stared at the cell. It was a mixed bag, emotionally. How would she handle having Matt around on top of all of this? He’d help her make sense of everything.


  Or maybe it would make things worse, having him around.


  I need a ride.


  Mutt was eager. It took her longer than usual to groom and saddle him with her sore hand. A few bikes whined through the park, but Thursday afternoons were generally quiet. She took a small backpack to hold the mail and a bottle of water and turned the gelding south. She wanted to take her time getting to the front gate, needing the time alone to clear her head.


  She spotted the path to the graveyard. Despite the horse’s wishes, Sami took a moment to study George Simpson’s gravestone.


  “What kind of monster were you?”


  The wind picked up, rattling pine needles and oak leaves. Mutt blew a nervous snort.


  “Easy, boy.” She patted the gelding on the neck and examined the stone cairns, most likely the Spanish explorers massacred by the local tribe. Sami knew there was more to that story, too, considering the Spaniards wrote the history.


  She wondered what precipitated the attack. Yes, it was possible they were simply hostile natives resisting intrusions to their land. But the tribes in this area were relatively peaceful, and it wasn’t beyond the realm of imagination to think the invaders had done something to deserve their fate.


  Sami closed her eyes and listened to the distant sound of traffic on the interstate and a couple of bikes on the main road…


  And a girl’s terrified shriek.


  Her eyes snapped open. Mutt was pulling on a tuft of grass at the base of a sapling and froze in mid-bite, his radar ears swiveling to the west where the sound originated. It wasn’t her imagination.


  Brush rustling, and another scream.


  Mutt’s head shot up and Sami urged him forward, toward a faint path through the palmettos at the edge of the clearing.


  She leaned forward against the gelding’s neck, dodging limbs threatening to sweep her from the saddle.


  Now she heard men’s laughter, coarse and taunting.


  “Puta…”


  That was Spanish, she knew, and not very nice either.


  The girl sounded terrified, babbling in an unrecognizable tongue. They sounded closer, but Sami couldn’t quite pinpoint where.


  She pushed the horse through a stand of slash pine saplings, wondering for the first time what she would do when she found the girl. She had no weapons, not even a riding crop, and she’d stupidly left her cell phone at home.


  The girl sobbed. Now Sami heard animal grunts, unmistakable rutting noises, and more coarse laughter. They were right in front of her.


  She rounded the corner in full gallop, pulling up short at the overgrown clearing. The sound faded into the wind. Mutt’s ears swiveled like airport radar.


  Wheeling him around, she listened but couldn’t hear them. There were no tracks in the clearing, the weeds undisturbed except where Mutt stomped them down.


  “Hello?” she yelled.


  Her heart raced. She listened for any noise, any trace of sound.


  She was alone.


  Shivering, she dug her heels into Mutt’s side. He bounded for the south side of the clearing and she let him find a path. Minutes later they burst into the day-use campground near the front gate. With no traffic in front of her, she galloped to the gatehouse where Tom Jenkins’s truck was parked.


  He greeted her with a smile then saw her face. “What’s wrong?”


  She leapt off Mutt’s back, stumbling over her words, trying to get it all out. Finally, “We have to call the sheriff!”


  He studied his feet. Sami nearly yelled at him when he shook his head. “They won’t find anything,” he whispered.


  The blood drained from her face. “What?”


  He looked at her. “They called her a ‘puta’ didn’t they?”


  Sami nodded. She hadn’t specifically told the ranger what they’d said, too anxious to get the story out.


  “That’s the Indian girl. The conquistadores kidnapped her, raped her, and her family got their revenge that night when they rescued her.”


  “What?”


  He looked around, even though they were alone. “My grandfather reported it, years ago, when he was the ranger. He was out on horseback and heard the same thing. They spent days combing the woods on foot with dogs and on horseback. They found nothing. Three weeks later, a group of hunters reported nearly the same thing. Again searchers found nothing.


  “We haven’t had any reports in about fifteen years. During the weekend, people can’t hear anything with all the traffic going through here. If they’re on a bike, forget it.”


  Sami tried to digest this. “You’re saying they’re ghosts?”


  “You said it, not me.” He handed her the mail. “You might want to ride home along the main road. You can’t do that girl any good, and it’s creepy listening to it.”


  She shoved the mail into her backpack with numb fingers and trembling hands. “Have you heard it?”


  Jenkins looked like he didn’t want to answer. “I saw them one night, but not that. I saw what happened to the Spaniards. It happened not too far from your house.”


  
Chapter Twenty-One


   


  Upon her return she found Steve in the living room. He was unusually quiet and took the mail from her without comment.


  “Would you like something to eat?” she asked.


  He shook his head as he looked through everything before handing it back. “I’m not hungry. I need to work.”


  He seemed more than tired. He seemed…distant. “Are you okay?”


  “I have a lot of work to do.” He returned to his study and closed the door behind him.


  “Great.” She considered telling him about the strange experience in the woods, but the closer she got to home, the sillier she felt. Tom Jenkins had to be yanking her chain. Shit like that didn’t happen in real life. He was probably having a great laugh with his fellow rangers at her expense.


  That didn’t explain the things she’d heard and seen for herself.


  Or Jenkins’s serious demeanor when he told the story. How he seemed to not just believe her, but anticipate what she was going to tell him.


  I am not seeing ghosts. I am not.


  If she said it enough times, maybe she’d believe it.


  Work was out of the question. After her shower she channel surfed for a few minutes before finding a movie. Steve stayed in his office until almost nine. He looked drawn and tired when he walked into the living room.


  “Are you hungry?” It had been hours since he’d last eaten.


  “Dammit, if I’m hungry, I’ll fucking tell you to fix me something.”


  “Excuse me?” She’d be damned if she’d put up with this bullshit.


  The shock and anger on her face must have startled him. “Sami, I’m sorry.” His face softened. “I didn’t mean it like that—”


  It wasn’t even what he said, but how he said it, like he spoke with someone else’s voice. She shut the TV off. “No, I’m sure you didn’t.” So much for Steve being in a better mood. Mentally kicking herself for softening her heart to him yet again just to get hurt—again—she stormed through the kitchen to the basement to run a load of laundry.


  If he was back to this old self, she wasn’t hanging around long enough to put up with it.


  The basement door opened. “Do you need any help?”


  “No, Steven, I don’t need any help. It’s all under control. You need to go to bed and wake up on the right side of it. Sick or not, I won’t tolerate that shit from you any longer.” She slammed the washer lid and wrenched the dials before smacking the knob to turn it on. The dryer fared no better, and she saw the sliver of light from the kitchen disappear as he closed the door.


   


  * * * *


   


  Dammit, what’s wrong with me? She called me Steven? She is really pissed.


  He slowly climbed the stairs, aware of his sutures every step. Why had he snapped at her like that? He was so tired, his nap full of bad dreams, and his mouth tasted foul when he woke up.


  Like whiskey.


  When he left his study, he realized he’d lost three hours of time. That wasn’t like him. Yes, he zoned out occasionally when in a good rhythm, but he couldn’t remember what he did from the time he went in there and coming back out and taking poor Sami’s head off.


  POISONIN’ WHORE!


  He clamped a hand to his head and stopped halfway up the stairs. That voice again. The same one he heard the other night.


  The one from his dreams.


  His side hurt. Probably from sitting too long in one position and then climbing stairs. He should have let Sami make him a bed on the couch again tonight.


  Too late now. He’d be lucky if she even spoke to him.


  Maybe he should tell Dr. Raymond about the voice, but he’d probably recommend locking him up in a psych ward for a few weeks. Maybe he should try writing it down. That might help him make sense of it. Hell, maybe it would make a good scene for his next book.


  He fell into bed and was asleep minutes later.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami felt far too angry to go upstairs to bed. She snagged a glass of iced tea from the kitchen and returned to the basement. There were several dozen boxes of who knew what to sort through, and then there were the books. There were quite a few tomes from the early part of the century—classics like Moby Dick and Tom Sawyer. Old Dick and Jane books. A few math and reading primers.


  The esoteric books caught her eye. Books about the Golden Dawn, Masonry, even black magic. A few dozen books of that kind.


  The Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys books brought back childhood memories. The Bibles ranged in age from 1891, most likely left by the Simpsons, to 1975.


  Who would go off and leave all this? And why didn’t later residents clear it out?


  It was after midnight when she finally went upstairs. Steve was asleep. She quietly changed clothes and took her pillows and a blanket to the couch. She didn’t want to be in the same house with him, much less the same floor.


  With the TV barely loud enough to hear, she curled up and fell asleep with Scooby-Doo distracting her.


  She awoke before dawn and changed clothes. Coffee in hand, she walked out to the barn. It wasn’t quite false dawn yet, and the moon had already dropped beyond the trees. Unnaturally quiet for that time of day. She caught Jeff and hooked his halter to the crossties. Mutt reached over the corral fence to get his head scratched. “You’ll get your turn, too, greedy. Don’t worry.”


  Suddenly, both horses stood at attention, their focus on the west pasture fence. Jeff, with his halter tethered, swung his hind end around, nearly stepping on Sami in his attempts to see.


  Mutt let out a loud, frightened whinny and pawed the ground, crowding close to the fence by the barn.


  “What is it?” A chilly wave enveloped her despite the morning’s warmth. There was something out there.


  Then she heard it—leaves rustling, slow, steady footsteps, something moving through the brush.


  Something large.


  Looking around for a weapon, she grabbed the pitchfork from the hook on the wall. Mutt backed closer to the barn, and Jeff let out an anxious whinny.


  “Who’s out there? Show yourself!”


  The noise stopped for a moment, then started again.


  Coming closer.


  Never before had Sami wished she had a gun. In that moment, she realized why people carried them.


  “Who’s out there? I’m warning you, if you don’t show yourself, I’m calling the police!” She calculated the distance from the barn to the house. They would have to climb through the barbed wire fence first to get to her. She could make it. She didn’t have the car keys with her or she’d lock herself in the truck.


  The noise drew closer. A palmetto bush on the edge of the clearing rustled. The white-tailed doe had twin fawns with her.


  Sami laughed, and while the geldings watched, her laughter turned to tears as she let out her stress and anxiety, leaning against Jeff’s rump.


  “What’s going on?”


  She screamed. Whirling around, she nearly impaled Steve with the pitchfork.


  He threw up his hands defensively, dropping his full coffee mug. It shattered on the concrete floor.


  “Jesus Christ, Steve!” she screamed. “I could have killed you!”


  And this was why she didn’t need a gun.


  Or, maybe it’s why she did.


  He slowly reached out and carefully pushed the tines aside and took the pitchfork from her trembling hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  That’s when she collapsed, sobbing, first pulling away from him, then letting him hold her until she calmed down and finally relaxed, sniffling against his shoulder.


  She turned Jeff loose and helped Steve pick up the shards of his shattered mug. Daylight made its way to their property as they walked silently back to the house. Her nerves were shot.


  He tried to make small talk and she kept her answers short, trying to avoid him. He wanted to talk. The more he tried to draw her out of her protective shell, the more she withdrew.


  He couldn’t blame her.


  “I’ll be in my office.” Retreating with a fresh cup of coffee, he closed the door behind him.


  It was a relief when he left. She ran a sink full of hot water and washed the dishes. The doe and fawns still grazed in the pasture while Mutt and Jeff warily eyed them.


  Twenty minutes later she heard a loud crash and Steve swearing in his office.


  “Oh, criminy, what now?” She shut off the water and wiped her hands. She found Steve on his knees on the floor by his desk, his head in his hands.


  “Are you okay?” She knelt beside him.


  He didn’t respond at first. She was about to go for the phone when he finally gasped and reached for the edge of the desk. “I’m—I’m okay. I had a…”


   


  * * * *


   


  A what? Blackout? Psychotic episode? It reminded him of his early drinking days, except with a difference.


  Then, there weren’t voices in his head screaming obscenities and other horrible things.


  “Why don’t I call Dr. Smith?” Sami suggested.


  “No, I’m okay,” he lied. “I think I pulled a stitch or something.” He sat in his chair and lifted his shirt. The incision looked okay. No blood around the bandage. “I’ll be okay.” He forced a smile.


  “You were holding your head.”


  “The drawer was open. I cracked my skull on it when I sat up.” That was, at least, a partial truth. He hated lying to her, but the truth would only scare her.


  It scared him.


  He didn’t know how he got on the floor. Or why his mouth tasted so foul.


  “I’m okay.” He smiled again, doing a little better that time.


  She studied him. “Do you want me to make you something to eat, or will you bite my head off for asking?”


  “Yes, please. I mean, please make me something. I really appreciate it. Thank you.”


  She returned to the kitchen. Steve took a deep breath, holding it and letting it out again. A few minutes later, Sami brought him a bagel and some juice. She left without a speaking a word, closing his office door behind her.


  Maybe Matt will know what to do. Steve looked forward to his friend’s arrival. It would be good for Sami to have someone to lean on.


  Steve knew it wasn’t easy on her being alone with him in the middle of nowhere. She was used to being around people, volunteering, being active. He’d encouraged her to go to Tampa to visit friends and family, but she didn’t want to leave him alone without a car that long. Except for her trips to Brooksville and one afternoon when they drove to Tampa for dinner with some of Sami’s cousins, she’d been stuck here with him.


  Matt could get a rental and Sami would have her car back. That would allow her the freedom to get out of the house and away from him.


  Steve turned his attention to his computer. It was nearly eight and time to get back to work. He reread the last few pages of his last work and let his mind drift.


  How long had he known Matt? Since before he met Sami. Matt introduced them at a party. Steve knew he wanted to marry her from the moment they met. He supposed he was lucky Matt didn’t date his clients. Sami and Matt were as close as brother and sister, with so much in common.


  Then again, Steve didn’t know much about Matt’s love life. That was one area Matt kept private from everyone, even him.


  Matt was his best man at their wedding, and the one who helped Sami with the intervention, worried he would drink himself to death. He’d known Matt since signing on with him at a writer’s conference in college. Had it been that long, nearly twenty years? Good grief.


  Steve looked at the screen. He’d blanked out for a moment, long enough for the computer to drop into hibernate mode. He tapped the touchpad to wake the laptop, saved his file, and started a fresh document. He closed his eyes and let his fingers rest on the keyboard, felt for the ridges on the keys under each index finger, then started typing.


  A moment later when he opened his eyes, the clock on his desktop read 12:15. That couldn’t be right!


  He grabbed his cell from its charger. 12:16.


  According to the computer, he was on page one eighty-two, but he’d started with a new, blank document file.


  He was a fast typist, but not that fast. And he couldn’t remember what he’d written. He’d only closed his eyes for a minute, just to think. He didn’t even remember typing.


  Jerking his hands from the keyboard, he looked at the last sentence. It was total garbage. Nonsensical jumbles of letters and numbers.


  Tentatively tapping the PgUp button, he scrolled through the manuscript. It was mostly garbage until he reached page twenty.


  He scrolled to the beginning of the section, everything before it also a jumble of meaningless nothing. As he started reading, his eyes widened in disbelief.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami didn’t bother telling Steve she was leaving. She needed groceries, and didn’t want to disturb Boy Genius in his lair. Instead of going to the store near the house, she opted for a drive into Brooksville. She wanted to get extra sheets and towels for Matt’s visit, as well as some new pillows for the beds.


  Why did that thought make her heart skip?


  She shook it off. There was too much going on for her to do this to herself. She needed spare sheets and towels and pillows, and knew a little more retail therapy would help her feel less angry at Steve.


  After the department store she spent a lot of time at Publix. She liked their meat department, and they had a huge produce section. She stocked up on some of Matt’s favorites and grabbed a four-pack of wine coolers.


  Steve Corey be damned, I want one.


  She’d wait to drink it until Matt arrived. Then, after Steve went to bed, the two of them could sit in the living room and talk. Matt would help her finish the four-pack.


  She’d need alcohol to tell this story.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami, Matt on the couch drinking wine and laughing. cuddling and kissing. he takes her to bed and makes love to her.


  Steve didn’t understand exactly what he was reading, but he knew it came from his own fingers.


  matt doesnt want kids so she breaks up with him. still loves him. they are still friends. stupid bitch. poisonous bitch. take her out back to the fire with the kids and get it over with. teach her to poison me. i didnt even cry when i shot them. burned them real good. no one will ever know. say she ran off with the kids.


  There was more, but Steve didn’t have the stomach to read it—he barely made the garbage can. On his knees he hugged the cool metal against him, incredibly sick, trying to block out the images flooding his brain—


  A dark room, with a rough-hewn table and oil lamp…


  A sobbing, petite, auburn-haired woman, tied spread-eagled to a bed, her clothes cut off with a buck knife…


  The smoldering bones of the children on the fire…


  Steve puked again, crying now. He smelled the sickly sweet smoky aroma, like roasted pork but not quite, tasted the whiskey coming up from his stomach—


  Sami and Matt together, before Matt’s hair went gray. Before Steve met Sami…


  Matt making love to her…


  Steve didn’t know how he knew this. It was like a demented TV in his brain and he couldn’t change the channel.


  A young man hanging, swinging from a tree, his black feet covered in gray dust. Under the flour sack, Steve knew his tongue bulged from a slack mouth…


  He held on to the garbage can with white knuckles, ready when the next wave hit—


  A little girl, crying. “No, Daddy, please…”


  Steve screamed and vomited black bile into the trashcan. He didn’t want to see any more. It was like channel surfing from Hell—


  Sami and Matt sitting on a couch—the new one in the living room—sipping wine coolers and talking…


  Running through the woods, through rain and mud, pushing branches and swatting spider webs out of his way…


  The basement again. That smell—that horrible, smoky smell, as if flesh had been cooked…


  A man’s body, motionless on the basement floor, a pool of blood congealing beneath his head…


  A woman looking out the attic turret window, anxious, scribbling something in a book before hiding it in the window seat—


  Darkness overtook him. It was welcomed relief.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami didn’t bother calling out to Steve. She unloaded the groceries and put the cold stuff away before knocking on his office door.


  “Steve, I’m back. Do you want something to eat?”


  No answer.


  She thought about leaving him alone. After a moment, she knocked again and opened the door.


  She spotted the garbage can first, on its side next to him on the floor. The ambulance arrived in less than ten minutes. Sami followed in the truck, trying to stem her tears.


  They started him on IV antibiotics. An hour later, with a few bags of fluids in him, he appeared somewhat better.


  His face looked pale against the pillow. “I can’t do anything right, can I?”


  “Shut up, Steve,” she gently said, feeling guilty. No telling how long he’d lain there. She’d returned home at least fifteen minutes before she checked on him. No matter how upset she got with him, she still didn’t want to see him suffering.


  “Good news is, his temperature’s already down,” Dr. Smith announced. “You’re bound and determined to be a pain in my ass, aren’t you?”


  Steve smiled weakly. “You know me, just want to make sure I get my money’s worth out of this place.”


  They decided he should stay overnight for observation and more antibiotics. Fortunately they’d caught the infection in time. When they were alone, Sami pulled up a chair. “I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner. I—”


  He squeezed her hand and smiled. “It’s okay. I was an asshole, I know it. Don’t feel guilty. I don’t know what got into me.” He started to say something else, paused, then said, “Look, go home, get some rest. I’m sure I left a nasty mess. I’m sorry I gave you such a scare.”


  She studied his face. Something was different about him, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Finally she asked, “Okay, if you’re sure?”


  He nodded. “Go on. I’ll spend the evening annoying the nurses.” He pulled her to him and kissed her. “Go home and get some rest. Maybe have a wine cooler or something.” He smiled.


  She left, wondering why he said that.


  How had he known she bought wine coolers? She never bought wine coolers for home. Sometimes she took them with her when they went to Matt’s for dinner, but she never bought them to drink at home unless Steve was out of town.


  A congealed mess on the office floor stank up the entire room. She held her breath and scooped the worst of it into the garbage can with paper towels, then hauled the entire mess outside. With the contents sealed in a garbage bag, she hosed out the can and bleached it.


  She donned a pair of gloves and scoured the floor. It didn’t look like it would stain. He’d managed to miss the throw rug. His laptop was still open, but either off or hibernating. She closed the lid, took a final look at the room, and shut the door behind her.


  
Chapter Twenty-Two


   


  Sami debated whether or not she wanted a wine cooler. She’d packed them at the bottom of the veggie drawer, hidden by a bag of fresh spinach leaves. It had to be a coincidence, what Steve said about a wine cooler. He had no way of knowing what she bought at the grocery store.


  Impossible, she thought. He’s not a mind reader.


  No, nearly seven years of marriage had proved that beyond a doubt.


  Unlocking her file cabinet, she retrieved the folder and Mary Prescott’s journal. The handwriting was soft and rounded, completely unlike Evelyn Simpson’s distinctive, narrow script. She was also not as dedicated a diarist as Evelyn. Her journal started a year before she married Tom, and continued until after her son was born. Then it ended, leaving several dozen blank pages in the back.


  Sami paused, rifled through the folder, found the information Jane provided about the Prescotts.


  Tom Prescott mentally slipped a cog after moving to the house, not before. By Mary’s words they were happy, and he was a loving, doting father to their little girl.


  The trouble started a few months after their move. Tom became short-tempered and started drinking, something he’d never done before. Mary never saw what and suspected he hid the bottles, but she was sure it was whiskey.


  Didn’t that sound familiar?


  According to her statement at the coroner’s inquest, Mary said she caught Tom looking at their daughter in a strange way, speaking Spanish on occasion when she didn’t even think he knew Spanish, and he even called her Evelyn on several occasions. Mary confronted him one day when he looked like he was in a trance. He snapped out of it.


  For several weeks, he seemed better. They took a family vacation to the coast and went fishing.


  Upon their return, things went downhill fast. Mary found out she was pregnant, which should have been a joyful occasion. Tom had wanted more children, but he greeted the news with disdain, became sullen and argumentative.


  In the weeks before Lisa disappeared, Mary noticed the little girl acting strangely, crying, pulling away from her father whenever he was in the room.


  One night, she thought she heard her daughter crying downstairs. Then she heard the front door open. She watched Tom carry Lisa across the front yard into the dark woods. When he returned—alone—she asked him what happened. He slapped her and told her if she didn’t keep her mouth shut, he would kill her and her unborn child.


  Sami really wanted that drink.


  She took a deep breath and continued reading Mary’s journal.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve lay in bed, his eyes closed, ignoring the TV. Sami definitely flinched when he mentioned wine coolers. How he knew she bought them, he had no idea.


  His mind never felt clearer.


  Images rolled out of the darkness. This time, he could deal with them.


  Matt and Sami making love. From her hairstyle and Matt’s lack of gray, it was before Steve knew her. Neither Sami nor Matt mentioned a past romance, but in retrospect, everything fit. They were close friends, maybe too close. Steve always attributed it to a brother-sister-type relationship. She knew Matt’s favorite foods and always cooked just the right thing when he came for dinner. Christmas and birthday gifts. How they looked together playing tennis.


  How could he have been so stupid?


  Wait a minute—she hasn’t cheated on you.


  He sensed that, but why lie? Maybe not a lie, but why pretend? Why not tell him the truth in the beginning about their relationship? All the times he’d talked to Matt, asking him for advice, divulging intimate details about their relationship and looking for a way to make amends when he lost his temper with Sami, yet again…


  Did Matt secretly hope to win her back?


  Steve ditched that thought. Matt introduced them, for God’s sake. He was best man at their wedding.


  Maybe I’m really, really sick from the fever, too sick to realize I’m sick.


  Yeah, that made sense. He’d look back on this once he was feeling better and wave it off as a horrible dream.


  Other images crept to mind—hellish funeral pyres, Indian massacres, and a lynching. Steve fought waves of nausea as his body shook.


  What’s happening to me?


  His anger dissipated. It was the infection, it had to be.


  Besides, he was guilty of telling Sami plenty of lies over the years. If there was any shred of truth to his visions, hers were merely sins of omission. He’d never asked either of them if they ever dated.


  If it was even true. Most likely it was a figment of his fevered brain.


  By the time Steve drifted to sleep, he was convinced he wasn’t crazy, just hallucinating. How could he doubt Sami and Matt? He couldn’t accuse them of keeping secrets when he had absolutely no proof. Not to mention he had more than a few skeletons in his closet.


  Would Sami still want him after he confessed his sins, or had he blown his last chance with her?


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami felt physically ill. Tom had repeatedly molested his daughter and then killed her to keep his secret. Why would such a loving, caring man turn so evil? Then not only allow, but lead the charge to lynch an innocent man to conceal the crime?


  It was probably for the best he hung himself. How tragically ironic, especially after poor Ben Caleb paid for a crime he didn’t commit. It turns out Prescott was buried in a grave near Caleb and Simpson.


  Talk about irony.


  While Mary mentioned a few odd noises and sights around the property, she didn’t talk much about the house. There was certainly enough in her writings, with what Sami already knew, to reinforce her conviction that odd things happened around the property.


  Was it too late to call? Sami leaned back and closed her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. She needed a reality check. She looked at her cell phone on the coffee table.


  Matt was in bed but not yet asleep. “What’s up, hon?”


  Sami tried to ignore the flutter the endearment stirred in her stomach. “Steve’s back in the hospital.”


  “What happened?”


  She wearily explained.


  “Maybe I should leave now.”


  “No, don’t do that. I just needed to talk. You get some sleep.”


  “I could drive straight through. It’ll only take me about eighteen hours. I can be there late tomorrow night.”


  “Matt, no. I don’t want you falling asleep at the wheel.”


  “What sleep? Did you forget what it’s like to ride in a vehicle with this beast?”


  Pog. He was a handful in a car.


  “I’m sorry to put you through all this trouble, Matt. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”


  “No problem. Anything for you, you know that.”


  They said good-bye, and his words rang in her ears. Anything for you.


  She struggled to sleep in the master bedroom, eventually opting for the guest room. She couldn’t get comfortable in her own bed, like the bedroom’s air felt sticky and warm despite the air-conditioning.


  Maybe it’s because I’m not sure I want to be in my husband’s bed anymore.


  The guest bed would have to be made anyway. She put fresh sheets on it and remembered nights cuddled up next to Matt, safe in his arms…


  Stop. Don’t even go there.


  But on that exact thought, she drifted to sleep.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve was in a sullen mood Saturday morning. His fever had returned, and they started a new round of antibiotics. He hated the IV and was ready to go home, but the doctors delayed his discharge pending his fever breaking and staying down.


  “Not until the doctor releases you, Steve,” Sami said.


  “I’m so sick of this damn place, I could scream.”


  She empathized. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want you dying on me.”


  “I’d think you’d like it, be able to collect the insurance money and move to Hawaii or something.”


  At first she thought he was joking. She looked at him. “Steve, what’s wrong with you?”


  As he glared at her, she realized her husband had left the building. His voice dropped to a husky, slurred growl. She swore she smelled alcohol on his breath.


  “Wouldn’t you like to know, bitch.” A slow, scary leer crept across his face, his eyes burning into her. “Don’t worry, it’s all gonna change soon. Real soon.”


  Sami gasped for air, too stunned to say anything. Then Steve’s eyes rolled back into his head and he passed out.


  She grabbed the call button and frantically punched it, screaming, “Nurse! Help, please help!”


  Two nurses ran in, saw Steve, and one pulled Sami out of the way while the other called a code on the intercom.


  More people flooded into the room and Sami stepped into the corner. That wasn’t Steve—that wasn’t her husband.


  She wasn’t sure who it was, but she had an idea.


  They moved him to the ICU less than twenty minutes later. His fever raged. There was talk of taking him back to surgery to make sure peritonitis hadn’t set in, but an hour and massive doses of superdrugs later, he was sitting up and smiling.


  “I’m pretty good at getting attention, huh?”


  Sami paused at the foot of his bed, searching for clues as to who she was talking to. Steve, or George. “How do you feel?”


  “Better. They said they think they’ve got the right cocktail in me this time.” He realized what he said. “Sorry, I meant drugs.” He winced.


  She smiled. That was all Steve, with no evil undertone in his voice. She relaxed and stepped forward to take his hand. “I know what you meant. They won’t let me stay here long, ICU rules. Once you’re back in your regular room I can visit again. Do you want me to bring you anything from home?”


  He shook his head. “I need sleep. You don’t have to come all the way back out here. Just call me later.” He paused. “Um, what exactly did I say? I remember you had a weird look on your face, and then it was lights out.”


  She shook her head. “Nothing. You weren’t making any sense. They said the fever made you delirious.” No way in hell would she tell him the truth.


  Unlike Matt, Steve couldn’t tell when she lied.


  A nurse stepped into the cubicle and kindly told her time was up. Sami kissed Steve good-bye.


  “You’re going to be fine, you hear me?”


  He nodded. “Whatever you say, boss.”


  “I’ll call later and check on you.”


  He caught her hand and met her eyes. “I love you, Sami.”


  “I love you, too.”


  But she wasn’t sure how true that was anymore.


   


  * * * *


   


  The nurse checked Steve’s IV, added more drugs to his medicine pumps, and left him alone. He closed his eyes and tried to recall exactly what happened. Everything between the time he sat down at his desk and now was a fuzzy blur. There was something about Sami and Matt—


  He pictured a crazy, spinning kaleidoscope of images, horrific scenes flashing past.


  Stop that, he thought. It’s the infection, that’s all. You’re hallucinating.


   


  * * * *


   


  When the shakes hit nearly halfway home, Sami pulled over, her whole body trembling. What the hell happened? The doctors said it was the infection causing him to hallucinate.


  Sami knew it was more than a fever.


  Is that what George Simpson sounded like in his final days? Is that the man Evelyn dealt with, the man who murdered her and her children?


  Did she dare wait for Steve to get out of the hospital? Maybe she should insist on flying Steve home to Ohio. No, he wouldn’t go for that. He also wouldn’t believe her wild suspicions.


  She wasn’t sure she believed them. Maybe there was a perfectly logical explanation, like he’d somehow managed to hide a secret stash of booze she didn’t know about.


  It took her nearly ten minutes to feel steady enough to drive. Matt called as she arrived home. “We have left Ohio behind us.”


  “It’s good to hear your voice. How’s Pog?”


  “I have to convince him at every gas stop that he’s not the driver and he has to move over, but he still doesn’t believe me.”


  She laughed. Boy, she needed that. “Tell him mom says he’d better behave or it’s bargain basement kibble for him.”


  “You hear that, Pog? Your mommy said you have to listen to me. No, he’s okay. He settles after we get moving.”


  “Where are you stopping?”


  “I’m going to try to make it north of Atlanta. I don’t want to be on the road too late. Once I hit Atlanta tomorrow, it’ll be about eight hours to you.”


  “You’re on I-75?”


  “Yep. We’re halfway between Lexington and Knoxville.”


  “Wow! You’re making good time.”


  “Traffic’s not too bad, weather’s great, so it’s an easy trip. Let me go, just wanted to let you know where we were.”


  “Call me when you stop tonight, okay?”


  “Sure thing.” And he was gone.


  She looked at the phone and realized why she thought Matt had made great time—it was nearly two o’clock. Where had the day gone? The only thing in her stomach was a cup of coffee from that morning, and she was starving.


  The box from Julie Prescott was still locked in the bottom drawer. She fished it out and spread the contents on the kitchen table while she ate. She even included a small instruction booklet detailing how to use the items.


  Two tied bundles of dried herbs—sage, the book explained. An abalone shell and large feather. A satin bag full of sea salt. Four different candles, admittedly very aromatic and not at all fake smelling. A neon-green book of matches with the pink Many Blessings store logo. A small vial of oil, and another of honey. An empty bottle labeled “Milk.”


  Sami supposed she had to add her own.


  A small piece of chalk, a bag of assorted dried herbs, and a short list—“milk” at the top—of common items you supplied yourself.


  “This is silly.” Speaking out loud made it feel less silly.


  She stared at the box, unsure. On the matchbook cover was the number for Many Blessings.


  “Okay, this really is nuts.” Sami walked into the living room when something caught her eye.


  From the banister at the second floor landing, a young man hung from a piece of rope, his head at a grotesque angle, his body slowly twisting. She heard the rope creak as it rubbed against the wood. Sami opened her mouth to scream, and he disappeared.


  She raced to the kitchen and grabbed her phone. The voice on the other end sounded strong and clear, like a fine church bell. “Many Blessings, how may we brighten your day?”


  “Can I speak to Julie, please?” Sami’s terror threatened to break through but she successfully clamped down on it.


  “Sure, please hold.” The hold music was a soothing Native American flute song. Sami was losing herself in it when Julie came on the line.


  “Julie Prescott, how may I help you?”


  “Julie, this is Samantha Corey.”


  “Mrs. Corey! How are you? Did you do your house blessing?”


  How to approach this? Head on. “Well, that’s what I’m calling about…”


  If Julie could have crawled through the phone to join her, Sami imagined she would. Sami told her the bare minimum, hinting there might be something darker going on and she didn’t want to try it alone. They agreed to meet at five, Julie assuring her she would be discreet. Sami hung up feeling very nervous.


  Sami returned to the living room. The banister held nothing more sinister than dust motes.


   


  * * * *


   


  Julie drove a kiwi-green Honda Element with pink Many Blessings signs on the doors. She carried a rather large box and mounted the porch steps to the kitchen door. “I wanted to make sure I have everything we’ll need.”


  Sami pointed her to the kitchen table, where she still had the other items spread out. Julie quickly unpacked the box. “I brought some fresh milk. I have a neighbor who’s into organics and milks their own cows.” She handed the small, stoppered glass bottle to Sami, who was surprised to find it still warm. “Fresh from the cow,” Julie explained. “Overkill, I know, but hey, why not?”


  Sami gave up trying to understand what everything was for and allowed Julie to take the lead. Julie held out a small black stone strung from a silk cord and motioned Sami to put it on. “Black onyx. It’ll help protect you.” She indicated a small silk bag on a thin cord around her neck. “I carry what I need in here. Everyone has their favorites.”


  Sami began to wonder if this was such a good idea after all.


  “Let’s see what we’re dealing with,” Julie said, walking into the living room. Sami gave her a quick tour of the house, and they returned to the kitchen. “What’s down there?” She pointed to the basement door.


  “That’s the basement.”


  “Really? Interesting. We need to do it, too.”


  Sami led the way, warning her to be careful on the steps.


  Sami was all the way to the bottom before she realized Julie’s bubbly, nearly nonstop chatter had silenced, and the woman was frozen on the steps about halfway down.


  “Are you o—”


  Julie held up a hand. Even in the poor light, Sami noticed the color had drained from the other woman’s face.


  Julie bolted up the stairs and Sami made it to the kitchen in time to see her retching in the kitchen sink.


  “I’m so sorry,” she apologized as Sami handed her a paper towel. “I…wow.” Julie looked at the basement doorway. “That’s rough down there. I had no idea.”


  Sami wasn’t sure what to think.


  Julie sat at the kitchen table. “There’s a lot of energy in this house. Much of it unsettled, and some of it downright dark.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “I’m going to do a cleansing and blessing, but I can’t promise it’s going to cure, or even help things.” She paused. “Depending on how strong they are, you might even see an increase in some activity.”


  “Ghosts?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t like to use that term. There’s different energies out there. Some intelligent, some not. Some are like a DVD on loop, playing over and over and they don’t even know you’re there. There’s other things out there, too. We don’t need to get into that. Yet.”


  “What do you think is here?”


  “From what I’ve heard it’s most likely a loop, replaying what happened. Maybe even some sort of dark genius loci. Spirit of the land, if you will. But there can be a lot of negative energy bound to a place until it’s released. George Simpson was a pretty negative guy. Someone like that, dying the way he did, and his family… Well, that can leave a bad funk for a long time. And my great-grandfather…” She shrugged. “People who are sensitive, they can be negatively impacted by leftover energy in a place.”


  This woman was a Rhodes Scholar? “What do we do about it?”


  “We’ll start with the basics. Can you open all the windows and doors?”


  Sami nodded and set to it. When she returned to the kitchen, Julie had one of the sage sticks smoldering inside the abalone shell. “I know this might seem weird mumbo jumbo,” she said, “but it’s no different than a priest blessing a house, just a different religious path.”


  Sami followed her through the house, starting with the attic. Julie wafted the smoke from the sage stick in every corner, muttering a simplistic prayer. She repeated this in every room, every closet, every doorway.


  If nothing else, the sage smelled good. The house did need a good airing.


  Julie’s clear voice sounded soothing. When they reached Steve’s office, Julie paused. “This is your husband’s study, correct?”


  Sami nodded and supposed it was a lucky guess on Julie’s part. She hadn’t told her it was Boy Genius’s lair.


  Julie spent extra time in the room, making sure it was thoroughly saged. When they returned to the kitchen, Julie looked at the basement door and took a deep breath. “Light one of those blue candles and bring it, please.”


  Sami lit it, surprised by its clear, sweet herbal scent. With a hand up to protect the flame, she slowly made her way down the steps ahead of Julie.


  Julie closed her eyes and paused halfway down, but kept going. Her voice trembled slightly, then grew strong and clear again as she walked around the entire room. When she reached the bookcase, she paused. “There’s more.”


  “What?”


  Julie looked around. “There’s more. There’s another room.”


  Sami shook her head. “This is it. There’s the barn—”


  Julie shook her head emphatically. “No. There’s another room somewhere around here. I feel it. It’s where the negative energy is concentrated now. We need to find it.”


  Julie studied the bookcase. Sami placed the candle on the washing machine before walking over to join her. “Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely. If we can’t find it, we won’t be able to fully cleanse the house. It’ll be better, but chances are the energy will come back.” Julie laid the smoldering sage on the washing machine and together they searched for the secret room.


  “What’s behind this bookcase?”


  Sami shrugged. “Wall?”


  Julie pulled books down with Sami’s help. Faced with bare shelves, both admitted there was apparently no way of moving them.


  “They’re attached to the wall,” Sami said. “I don’t see a seam or anything.”


  After a while, Julie finally admitted defeat. “I’ll help you put these back and we can continue.”


  “No, just leave them,” Sami said. “I was going to dust anyway.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Sami nodded. “Absolutely. It’s after six now, and I don’t want to keep you here all night.”


  They finished with the basement and returned upstairs. Julie led Sami outside, handed her the sea salt, and showed her how to protect the house with it.


  “I’m not sure I believe in witchcraft,” Sami admitted.


  “It doesn’t matter what you call it,” she explained. “It’s mostly how you think. Do you want your house to be protected?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then you could sprinkle carpet deodorizer or ant bait and it would still work.”


  Sami smiled at the image. “Okay, I can go along with that.”


  There were several more rituals involving marking the windows and doors with oil and herbs, milk and honey, and pouring the remains on a tree as an offering.


  Julie led her in a simple chant of protection, asking all negative energies to release their hold on the house while welcoming all positive forces. She then had Sami ask for peace, love, tranquility, hope, and only positive, nurturing energies to stay in residence.


  Amen. Sami could get behind that no matter how silly she felt doing it.


  They were finished by seven. Julie left her with several candles and another sage stick, along with instructions on using them.


  “To be honest, it wouldn’t hurt to call a priest and have him do his thing, too.”


  “Really?”


  Julie nodded. “The more the merrier. Might not help but certainly wouldn’t hurt. Sometimes, even if someone doesn’t share the same belief system, it’s easier for people to get behind a priest than it is for them to accept a Pagan or Wiccan tradition. The truth is, it’s all in your faith. Whatever you believe, that’s what will work for you.”


  Sami walked Julie to her car then stared at the house in the dusk as Julie’s taillights disappeared into the woods.


  “It does feel a little lighter,” she said to herself. The feeling of dread had disappeared.


  She took a deep breath and went inside.


  No ghostly specters hung from the banister.


  That’s a plus.


  She called the hospital to check on Steve. He sounded groggy. “They put me on something to keep me calm. I think the nurses want to ravish me.” He giggled.


  Yeah, he was on something all right. “Let them ravish you,” she joked. “Just let those antibiotics do their thing so I can bring you home.” She glanced around and realized the curtains were still open. The darkness beyond the safety of the glass wigged her out.


  “They said I might be able to come home tomorrow, because my fever’s gone, but they’d make me have a…” He searched for the word. “I think they called it a port. To keep giving me IV medicine. They asked if you could give me the meds, and I told them you were used to jamming needles in the horses for their shots.” He giggled again.


  She smiled. That sounded like her husband. Albeit filled to the gills with good pharmaceuticals, from the sound of it. She didn’t keep him long, and promised to come back in the morning.


  “Go to sleep, Steve. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “I love you, Sami.”


  Her heart caught in her throat. “I love you, too, Boy Genius.”


  Sami closed the windows, checked the locks, pulled the curtains tight. She realized she hadn’t heard from Matt yet and called him.


  “I just got back from dinner. Mutt Man here got one hell of a doggy bag.”


  “How many pounds have you packed on my pooch anyway?”


  “Not too many,” he promised. “You can still squeeze him through a car door. How are you holding up?”


  “Well, I had a witch come in and do her thing on the house a little while ago.”


  “What?”


  Admitting it, even to Matt, the man she’d lived with for three years and who made tampon runs for her without complaint, felt strange and—


  Well, silly.


  When she finished, she waited for the barrage of laughter but heard only silence.


  “You still there?”


  “I’m still here.”


  “Are you waiting for the punch line?”


  “I wasn’t aware there was one.”


  “So say something.”


  “Like what? There’s obviously something going on in that house, and whatever it takes to resolve it, as long as you aren’t sacrificing animals or children, I say do it.”


  She had expected any reaction but that. “You don’t think I’m nuts?”


  “Sam, you are one of the most rational people I know. If you think something weird is going on, I believe you.”


  She closed her eyes and breathed a deep sigh of relief. It was one thing to have a new age shopkeeper believe her. It was entirely another to have the faith of her closest friend, someone she considered very levelheaded. “You’re not saying that so you can have me committed when you get here, are you?”


  “Of course not. What size straightjacket do you take, by the way?” They both laughed. “Sam, I don’t claim to have the answers. There are things out there that can’t be explained, and while I won’t jump onto a bandwagon without some sort of proof, I’m also not going to deny something exists simply because I don’t believe in it.”


  “Thanks, Matt.”


  They said good night. Sami felt relief for the first time in several days.


  
Chapter Twenty-Three


   


  She arrived at the hospital shortly after eight and found Steve out of ICU and in a regular room. He was eating a small stack of pancakes and watching SpongeBob SquarePants.


  “Glad to see you’re not letting your mind rot.”


  He grinned. “Gotta keep my sanity somehow. Look.” He held up an arm free of IV tubing, although there was still a connector taped inside his elbow. The pole stood sentry next to his bed, medicine pumps and tubing hanging from it.


  “They said I can go home this afternoon if the doctor thinks it’s okay and my fever stays down. They want this left in so they don’t have to start another one if there’s a problem.”


  “That’s great.” She set her coffee on his bedside tray and unwrapped her bagel.


  “The best part is,” he whispered conspiratorially, “they said I can take a shower.” He winked. “Want to help?”


  She laughed. This was her old Steve. Hopefully for his sake the new and improved 2.0 version, and not a temporary patch model. “I think they’d throw us out of here for that.”


  He flashed her a mock pout. “Not even a sponge bath?”


  “There’s plenty of time for us to play doctor when we get you home.”


  “Promise?”


  Oh yes, this was all Steve, without anyone—or anything—else thrown into his personality. “Promise.”


  Sami’s cell rang. “I’m at the state line,” Matt said when she answered.


  “That’s great. You’re less than three hours away.”


  “Good, because my ass is going numb.”


  Steve reached for the phone, and Sami handed it over. “Matt! Where you at? You’re missing all the fun and hot nurses, dude.”


  Sami imagined what Matt’s end of the conversation was like, because Steve roared with laughter. After a few minutes he bid Matt good-bye and returned the phone to Sami.


  “Call me when you get to Turnpike exit so I’ll have enough time to get there to meet you.” She gave him basic directions to the front gate. “If I’m not there, wait for me at the gatehouse. See you soon.” She put her phone away and turned to Steve.


  His eyes were closed. “See you soon,” he murmured. His voice sounded flat.


  “What?”


  He opened his eyes and glared at her. She was not imagining the red glow in his eyes. She’d swear it on a stack of—well, she’d swear it.


  “I’ll bet you’ll see him soon,” he growled.


  Sami reached across him for the call button. Steve grabbed her right arm, digging his nails painfully into her wrist.


  “I’ll just bet you can’t wait—”


  “Nurse!” she screamed, clawing at his fingers, which were now embedded in her flesh. “Help!”


  Two nurses raced in, one helping Sami free her arm while the other paged a code. They pinned Steve’s shoulders to the bed as he thrashed and knocked over the tray. Steve’s eyes rolled back in his head.


  Sobbing, Sami clutched her injured wrist as she backed away from the bed.


  Two orderlies and a doctor raced in. The doctor barked an order for medication. The orderlies held Steve down while one of the nurses ran from the room. The nurse returned in moments with a syringe, and it took all five of them to hold Steve’s arm still enough for them to get the medicine into the IV port.


  Within a minute Steve relaxed, his head lolling on the pillow. Only after they knew he was unconscious did they release their grip on him.


  “What the hell happened?” Sami screamed. One of the nurses tried to examine her wrist. “We were talking, he talked on the cell for a minute, handed it back to me. I put the phone away, and he attacked me!” She sobbed, letting the nurse steer her to a chair on the other side of the room. “What the hell is wrong with my husband?”


  They put arm and leg restraints on him, tethering him to the bed.


  “His fever’s back, and it’s high,” the doctor explained. “I’ve never seen anything like it. We’ll have to start the IV again. He’s delirious. Once we get his infection knocked out, he’ll be fine. I have a feeling the wound may have abscessed. If it did, we’ll have to go in and clean it out. I know it’s upsetting, but we’ll take good care of him.”


  The nurse dabbed Sami’s arm with gauze. Four nasty, deep furrows marked her wrist and forearm where Steve’s fingernails drew blood. “He got you good. Come with me to the triage room so I can dress that.”


  Sami obediently followed the nurse, who put her arm around her and escorted her a few doors down the hall. Sami felt stunned, speechless. She couldn’t tell them what she knew, because they would think she needed sedation. It was her imagination, right?


  He was fine! He was laughing. He was talking to Matt—


  She gasped, and the nurse apologized, thinking it was from her actions.


  Did Steve suspect something?


  Stranger things had happened in the past couple of weeks. Her head hurt trying to make sense of it all.


  With a new dressing on her right wrist to match the one on her right palm, Sami returned to Steve’s room. Her purse lay on the floor under the chair, where it fell during the scuffle. A housekeeper was mopping up the remains of breakfast and her coffee. Two doctors conferred over Steve’s chart, ordering blood work and other tests. A large orderly stood nearby.


  She hated seeing Steve strapped to the bed like that. Steve’s body, she thought.


  No telling who was in Steve’s mind.


  The nurse who treated her wrist smiled. “Why don’t you go home and try to relax? He’s going to be asleep for a couple of hours, at least. There’s nothing you can do for him right now.”


  Sami nodded and left. Fortunately she’d parked in a shady spot well away from the main hospital building. It allowed her the chance to sit and sob for a few minutes in relative privacy. Somehow, she managed to drive home. For the first time, seeing the house comforted her. Whether it was the way the sunlight hit it, the ritual, or her perception, something felt different.


  Mutt and Jeff whinnied at her from over the fence. She stopped to pet them. She couldn’t ride, not today with all the bikes in the park and with Matt on the way.


  And not with her arm throbbing like a son of a bitch.


  Almost eleven. I might as well look through the folder. She certainly couldn’t do any writing.


  It was where she left it on the coffee table. Leafing through it, she found an article about a suicide in 1942. Peter Michaels, twenty-two, hung himself.


  She looked at the banister where she’d seen the figure dangling from the rope. Nothing there but polished wood. The details were sketchy, but apparently he was part of a group trying to conduct some black magic ritual. They were members of a dark occult organization who thought the house would be a great location for their activities.


  Except the others bailed on Peter, leaving him alone in the house, when they saw something, according to the report. When they heard nothing from him, three days later they returned and found him.


  What a waste of a life.


  Sami didn’t want to read any more right then. Besides, the house didn’t feel depressing anymore. Why stir up negativity?


  God, am I being too New Agey?


  She watched TV until the phone rang. “Sam, this is your wake-up call.”


  Matt! “I’ll be at the front gate.” She knew it was too early, but she grabbed her keys and bolted for the truck, unable to focus on anything else.


  Time slowed to a crawl while she waited. Then she spotted her Explorer on the exit ramp, Pog’s eager face pressed against the passenger window. Sami jumped out and waited. When Matt parked and stepped out, she flew into his arms.


  He laughed. “It’s good to see you, too, babe.” Then he heard her sobs. He pulled back and realized she was crying. That’s when he noticed the fresh bandage on her wrist. “What the hell happened?”


  She tried to talk and couldn’t. He pulled her to him, stroking her hair and softly whispering, “It’s okay, sweetie. I’m here.”


  It took her several minutes to regain her composure. Pog whined and pawed at the window, trying to get to her. She opened the door and petted him.


  “Things have changed since this morning, Matt.”


  “Apparently.” He looked down the road and saw vehicles approaching, swapped keys with her. “You lead the way. I don’t think I want to try driving through that”—he motioned to the first sandy hill—“with the trailer.”


  She nodded, still sniffling, and climbed into the Explorer.


  At the house he let out a low whistle. “Day-um, it’s ugly.”


  She nodded. “I know. I think it needs a coat of paint.”


  “I think it needs a wrecking ball and Napalm.” He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. “What happened?”


  Her wrist throbbed, but she brought him up to date.


  He hugged her. “Why didn’t you call me?”


  “I didn’t want you to worry.”


  “Worry now, worry later, I’m still worried.”


  She snapped Pog’s leash to his collar. The Lab jumped out and sniffed the ground around the vehicles. When he spotted the horses, who’d walked over to the fence, he let out a bark.


  Sami let him water a few fence posts and then tried to lead him to the house. The usually obedient Lab balked, sat on his haunches, and pulled back, whining.


  She knelt beside him. “What’s wrong, boy? It’s okay, we’re home.” He sniffed her and looked at the house before whining again.


  “Sam, if I didn’t believe you before, that is more than enough to convince me there’s some serious weirdness going on,” Matt said.


  It took them ten minutes to coax Pog through the kitchen door. Once inside, he refused to move. With his tail tucked between his legs, he curled up into a tight ball under the kitchen table.


  “That’s just plain freaky,” Sami said. “He’s never, ever acted like that before.”


  “He’s never been in this freakin’ house before,” Matt quipped.


  She poured them glasses of iced tea, took two extra-strength Tylenol for her wrist, and then they went to the living room. Pog watched them through the open doorway but wouldn’t budge.


  She handed Matt the folder of information. “This is all stuff about the house. I also have four journals. Three by Evelyn Simpson, and one by Mary Prescott.”


  Matt leafed through the articles. Sami leaned back and closed her eyes, relaxed in his presence.


  He eventually broke his silence. “Let me get this straight,” he carefully said. “You think George Simpson is possessing Steve?”


  While it sounded weird hearing him say it, at the same time, she felt relieved. “I don’t know what to think. In Evelyn’s journals, she talked about George having a pain in his right side. When she tried to get him to a doctor, he refused. Probably appendicitis, but Steve had his out already.”


  “I’m no doctor, but I’m sure it takes a while for gallbladders to go bad. He had to be working on gallstones for months, at least.”


  “That’s the weird thing, Matt. When they admitted Steve, they did another CT scan and the stones looked worse than they were on the CT scan from a couple of days earlier. Gallstones don’t grow overnight.”


  “They might have read the films wrong the first time. They screwed up his blood work.”


  “Did they?”


  “You said that’s what they told you.”


  “George Simpson drank whiskey. Evelyn’s journals said she couldn’t find where he hid it. What if Steve did?”


  “It doesn’t explain the negative results later.”


  “It does if it’s George Simpson’s spirit controlling Steve somehow. Every time this ‘fever’ comes back, it’s when he gets nasty and acts like George Simpson.”


  “Fevers can cause people to act irrationally.”


  “Does it make their eyes glow red?” She told him what happened.


  Matt chewed on that. “Might have been a trick of the light.”


  She held up her wrist. “This wasn’t a trick of the light.”


  “Let me unload my stuff and let’s go to the hospital. I want to see him.”


  “I don’t know if they’ll let us in with him in that condition.”


  “You’re his wife, I’m his agent and a lawyer, and he’s a famous author. Trust me, I’ll get us in.”


  Pog refused to move from under the table. She didn’t want to leave the obviously distressed dog alone in the house.


  “What about the barn?” Matt suggested.


  She nodded. “The tack room. It’s cool in there, he’ll be okay.” She easily coaxed the Lab out of the house. Outside, he acted like his normal, wiggly self. She didn’t understand it. In a strange house, he normally would have imitated a bloodhound, sniffing everything.


  Pog willingly let himself be locked in the tack room where he curled up on a saddle blanket and watched her fill a bucket with water. “Stay here and behave, okay?” His tail thumped a few times before putting his head down.


  Matt drove the truck. She gave him directions to the hospital and relaxed in the passenger seat. It was good not to have to drive. Halfway there, she realized she’d stretched her left arm, resting her hand against Matt’s leg.


  Old habits die hard, she supposed.


  About that time, he took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Sam, this will all work out. One way or another, it’ll work out.”


  He didn’t release her hand and she made no move to pull away. “I know.”


  
Chapter Twenty-Four


   


  It was after four when they reached the hospital. Sami checked with the front desk to make sure they hadn’t moved Steve. He was still in the same room.


  I suppose that’s good.


  When they reached the hall near his room, Sami pulled Matt aside. “Let me walk in ahead of you.”


  He nodded.


  She was happy to see the restraints were off, but the IV was back, and a bag of fluids along with two different pumps delivered medicine. Wires ran from under Steve’s hospital johnny to a large cart, which held equipment to monitor his various vital signs.


  The nurse who’d treated Sami’s wrist sat working on his chart in the corner. She smiled at Sami and waved her in. “Mrs. Corey, he’s doing much better. How’s your wrist?”


  She touched it. “It hurts, but it’s okay.”


  Steve opened his eyes. “Sami.” He weakly held up his free hand. She cautiously approached, nervous about getting too close.


  He spotted his friend. “Matt!” Steve’s eyes brightened, in a good way.


  Matt stepped past Sami and gave Steve a one-armed hug. “You’ll do anything to get out of a deadline, won’t you, Boy Genius?”


  Steve tried to laugh and winced. “Yeah, that’s me, just sandbagging.”


  “Is he in pain?” Sami asked the nurse.


  She nodded. “The doctor will be here in a little while to talk with you. They’re going to take him into surgery tonight. They think the wound has abscessed, and that’s causing the infection. Right now the OR isn’t available, and they don’t want to transfer him to another facility.”


  “How can a hospital only have one OR?”


  “Oh, we have more than one. There’s only one anesthesiologist available. One’s out sick, and the other is over in Spring Hill on an emergency. We’ve never needed more than three on-calls during the weekend before. As soon as the doctor’s free, they’ll let us know so we can get him to pre-op and they can take him in right away. It should only be another hour or so.”


  Steve eyed Sami’s wrist. She stepped closer and put on what she hoped was a brave smile. “Are you feeling better?”


  “Relatively speaking.” He sounded weak. “I guess I caused a lot of trouble this morning. I’m so sorry.” He started crying. When an alarm went off, the nurse silenced it before adjusting a few settings on his monitor.


  “We’re monitoring his vital signs,” she explained, as if it made any sense to Sami.


  Sami leaned over Steve and held his free hand. “Listen, it’s okay. You weren’t yourself.” That’s for sure. “The doctor said it was the fever.”


  He stared at her bandaged wrist. “It’s not okay. Sami, I’m so sorry.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m scared.”


  She tried to read his face. “Why?”


  He glanced at the nurse, who was preoccupied working on his chart. “I don’t feel like myself,” he whispered. “I’m hearing things. I blacked out at the house and I—I saw things.”


  So he did have an idea what was going on. “Steve, it’s okay. You’re just sick. We can talk about this after they get you fixed up.”


  “No!” he practically snarled, then softened his tone. “You don’t understand. I don’t know what’s going on. I think I’m losing my mind!”


  “Steve, you’re not losing your mind.”


  He stared at her. “You have no idea,” he whispered. “I’m afraid I might hurt you worse.”


  “Why?” She prayed this was the infection talking.


  “I can’t explain it.” He swallowed hard. “I don’t want to have kids.”


  That didn’t make sense. “You’re afraid you’ll hurt me because you don’t want to—”


  The full meaning of his words struck her.


  Matt sat in a chair on the other side of the bed and pretended to watch TV. Sami didn’t know how much he heard.


  “I’ve wanted to tell you for a while now,” Steve said. “Sami, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I need to be honest with you.”


  She tried to contain her rising anger. He was ill, after all. No telling how much of this was the infection talking. “So, you wait until before you go into surgery to tell me this?” She had trouble keeping her voice calm. She knew this wasn’t the time or place to have this conversation.


  “I know this isn’t a great time to tell you. I don’t blame you for being angry, but I…I can’t keep telling you lies.”


  Target in sight, bombs away, payload delivered. Trembling, she stepped back from his bed.


  “Matt, please stay with him. I need air. If the doctor comes before I get back, I’ve got my cell.”


  Not waiting for a reply, she left, looking for an escape. She found the front door and walked away from the hospital, her heart pounding.


  He doesn’t want kids? What a time to tell her. Can’t keep telling her lies. What else had he lied about?


  I’m trying my damnedest to hold the relationship together, and he decides he doesn’t want to have kids. What the hell? Why should I bother?


  She climbed into the passenger side of the truck and closed the door. She cranked it, turning the air up full blast and pressing her face against the dash vent.


  She screamed.


  After a few minutes of this, she calmed down enough to trust herself around Steve. But she didn’t want to go back yet.


  Ever?


  How fast could she pack? He dragged her all the way from Ohio, rented a psychotic, possessed house—and oh yeah, by the way, I’ve decided I don’t want kids even though I know you really, really do, and I’ve wasted seven years of your life on a lie.


  Deep breaths. No, leaving isn’t the solution. She couldn’t bail on him.


  Yet. Get him through surgery and recovery, then decide. Maybe he was scared because of his pain, maybe it was the fever, maybe he was delirious and did want kids.


  Her cell rang. Matt calling. “Sam, the doctor’s here.”


  “I’ll be right there.”


  A different surgeon than the one who performed the original operation, he explained what they had to do, had her sign consent forms, and gave her encouragement. “He’s so full of drugs right now, he’ll go out like a light in seconds.”


  Drugs. He is full of drugs. Maybe that’s what it was. Steve might not even remember when he woke up tomorrow morning.


  How did she get from the point of wanting a divorce and looking for a reason, to getting the best reason of all and wanting to hold on to the marriage a little bit longer?


  I can’t kick a man when he’s down.


  A nurse brought Matt and Sami some coffee. Steve was in surgery over an hour before the surgical nurse gave them an update. “He’s doing well, his vitals are strong. They found the source of the infection, and they’re cleaning it now. It looks like he pulled some internal sutures and they abscessed. Dr. Collins said he might be able to go home in a couple of days as long as he isn’t running a fever.” The drugs had knocked back the worst of the fever—again—before they took him to pre-op.


  When they were alone, Matt broke the silence. “Steve told me what he said.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  He waited a few minutes. “You don’t want to talk about it at all, you don’t want to talk about it right now, or you want me to push you to talk about it so you can get mad, vent, and think of what to do next?”


  She closed her eyes. “Three.” She hated he knew her so well, because Steve never had that depth of understanding. It made her miss Matt even more.


  “Steve was coherent. It wasn’t the meds, it wasn’t fever. He said he’s been talking to a psychologist and part of his problem the past few months is he’s been putting up walls between you, and he realized why. He doesn’t want to raise a child to have an alcoholic and a psycho—his words, not mine, Sam—for a father.”


  She dropped her head and said nothing. Silent tears of anger and anguish fell, soft and heavy, in her lap. There was no denying it. He might not even be possessed after all.


  Was it weird to hope he was? To hope he was possessed and not simply better at lying and hiding his drinking than she thought he was?


  Matt’s hand gently gripped her shoulder. She laid hers over it. He didn’t say anything.


  He didn’t have to.


  Two hours after the operation started, the nurse returned. “He’s in recovery and doing fine. He’s not awake yet, but when he is he’ll be in a lot of pain. We’ll put him on a morphine pump and that will make him pretty loopy. He’ll sleep most of the night, I imagine.”


  They wheeled Steve into his room and Sami waited until they had him settled to step to the foot of his bed. He opened his eyes and looked surprised to see her. “Sami.”


  “I’m here.”


  “I didn’t expect to see you.”


  “We’ll discuss that later. Right now, let’s get you healed and out of here.” She forced a smile, and he smiled back.


  “Okay.”


  She walked to his side, leaned over, and kissed his forehead. “You need sleep, it’s late. We’re going home and figure out how to get Pog past the kitchen.” Steve looked confused but didn’t question her, just nodded.


  “Matt, thank you for being here for her,” Steve said.


  Matt patted him on the shoulder. “Get some rest, buddy. You’ll be home before you know it.”


  Matt drove them home in silence. He knew better than to talk. She needed time to digest things. When she was ready to talk, she’d let him—


  “Goddamn son of a bitch!” she screamed, punching and kicking at the dash, startling him.


  “Jeez, Sam, give a guy a little fricking warning!” He’d nearly swerved in front of an oncoming car.


  At least she was talking.


   


  * * * *


   


  Pog let her lead him through the front door in the living room, but refused to cross the threshold between the kitchen and the living room.


  Matt shook his head. “Huh. Go figure.”


  “I’m done trying to figure out anything today.” She walked past Pog and set his water dish inside the living room. “There you go, boy.” He splashed around in it a little, playing more than drinking. He looked around the room, sniffed at the furniture. Then he claimed the window seat, curling up on it.


  She thought it odd he wasn’t investigating his new surroundings, but at least he was in the house.


  Sami retrieved two wine coolers from the fridge and handed them both to Matt to open. “I’m sorry it’s not more. I’d expected to have all three of us sitting down to a nice dinner tonight, but I think I need this right now. Feel free to help yourself to leftovers.”


  He opened hers and handed it back. “I understand.” They sat at the kitchen table. “I think the best thing you can do is go to bed, sweetie. You’ve had a rough day.”


  She drained half her bottle in three long swallows. “I don’t know if I’ll get any sleep.” She looked at him. “Give me a reason to go back to the hospital tomorrow.”


  “You love him, and he’s sick. It doesn’t mean you have to spend the next twenty years with him, but I don’t see any harm in waiting until he’s home and healed and the two of you have a chance to talk with his psychologist. You don’t want to make any rash decisions, do something you’ll regret. I know you, you’ve got a soft heart and you’d feel bad if you left him before you were sure he was back on his feet.”


  A humorless smile curled her lips. “You almost sounded like you meant that, Matt.” She drained the rest of her bottle. “Are you going to bed?”


  He shook his head. “I thought I’d go through that material you have about the house first.”


  “I haven’t even finished going through the folder yet. I’ve just skimmed through some of it.” She remembered something. “Oh, did you tell Steve to use a password on his computer?”


  He nodded. “I told him he needed it to keep his files more secure. Why?”


  “I wanted to find out if he was lying or not. Not that it matters now.” Tears threatened again, and she forced them back. She was tired of crying. She’d cried more in the past week than she had in the past couple of years.


  “Where is his computer?”


  “On his desk.” She led the way and opened the lid. The laptop, in hibernate mode, came to life.


  Matt sat down and looked at the file Steve was working on when he passed out. “What the hell is this?”


  She shook her head, absently resting her good hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know. The screen was dark when I found him. I figured it was off or in standby. I closed the lid to keep the dust out of it.”


  Matt’s brow furrowed. “This is really strange.” He scrolled through the document, reading and rereading the only legible section.


  “What is it?”


  He stood up and pointed. “Read it.”


  She sat and read through the file, her blood running cold. “What does this mean? Is this why he dropped the bomb on me tonight? What’s all this other stuff?”


  “I don’t know. I think there’s more to it. It’s time you tell me everything that’s been going on, from when you got here until I got here. I mean everything.”


  She retrieved the other two wine coolers from the fridge, and they returned to the couch. Sami started with their arrival, finding out information on the house, Steve’s nocturnal walks, the discrepancy in the file times proving he was working later than he thought, what she thought she saw in the woods that night. Seeing the woman’s ghost and then fainting and the dream. What she knew she heard in the woods on her ride, her talks with the ranger. The image of the body hanging from her banister. Julie and the house cleansing and her insistence that there was another room in the basement.


  The shower incident.


  “Dammit, Sam, why didn’t you tell me about that when it happened?”


  “Tell you what? ‘Hey Matt, I thought a drunk guy got into the shower with me, but there was no one there.’ Yeah, that makes sense.” She took a swallow of her wine cooler and fingered the black onyx around her neck. Except for when she took a shower, she’d been wearing it. It brought her comfort.


  He closed his eyes. “Is it possible you imagined seeing the guy hanging from the banister?”


  “Sure. It’s also possible I’ll hit the lottery, and that Santa will deliver the money to me with Rudolph pulling the sleigh. Matt, I didn’t know somebody was hung in the house until after I saw…whatever you want to call it. After. If I’d read the article before, I’d attribute it to an overactive imagination. And there’s this.”


  She rooted through the articles in the folder. “How do you explain this?” She held up the picture of George Simpson. “That man looks just like Steve. That is the same man I saw in my vision, dream, whatever you want to call it. Jane McCartyle is the one who noticed the likeness and pointed it out. The voice I heard in the shower sounded like Steve’s voice. A little different, but it sounded like Steve.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt studied the picture. It did look like Steve.


  Pog growled, startling them. The Lab’s gaze focused on a point halfway up the stairs.


  “Pog, what’s wrong?”


  He ignored her and kept his eyes fixed on the stairs.


  “That’s crazy,” Matt said. He stood and walked to the stairs, trying to see what the dog saw. He mounted the stairs. Halfway up, a curtain of dread settled over him, a wave of nausea threatening. He stumbled back two steps, and the feeling disappeared.


  “Matt, what is it?” Sami didn’t move from the dog’s side.


  He shook his head. “I don’t know.” He looked up the stairs again. He saw nothing that might set the dog off, nothing to cause the feeling.


  The dog stopped growling and turned to Sami, thumping his tail as if nothing happened.


  Matt and Sami exchanged looks, and he ascended the steps again. This time, all was normal. He sat at the top of the steps. “Come here, Pog, here, boy!”


  The dog leapt from the window seat and bounded up the stairs without hesitation. Matt praised him. Pog followed him down the stairs to the living room, where he returned to the window seat.


  “They say animals are more sensitive than people to things.”


  They returned to Steve’s office, and Matt sat at the computer and looked through Steve’s other files based on the date stamp. There were three more files of total garbage, nonsensical typing, without any legible text at all. Then they opened “dante2.”


  Matt scanned it from the beginning. At over fifty thousand words, it looked like a good, solid manuscript, even though it wasn’t finished. Halfway through, Matt noticed a change in the writing. Nonsensical lines randomly scattered through the text.


   


  come here lisa


  gonna let that boy hang for it


  i knew that well would come in handy


  what the hell is that


  puta


   


  And others. Many others.


  He closed the file.


  “What are you doing? We need to read that!”


  Matt turned. “Not tonight. Not now. I want to deal with this in the light of day with a clear head. We’re both tired, I’ve got a buzz, and frankly, I just want to go to bed. It’s late. It will still be here in the morning. Besides, I want to print it and I’m not going to sit here and do it tonight.”


  She finally agreed. “Okay.” She stepped backward out of his way and tripped over the shoulder strap of Steve’s laptop case. “Goddammit!” She grabbed it with her good hand and flung the case inside the closet.


  They heard a hollow crack as it hit the wall.


  Matt and Sami exchanged looks.


  The heavy Targus case rested at an angle against the far wall, the one closest to the closet in Sami’s office. The force of the bag’s reinforced corner hitting the wall cracked the veneer, creasing it like a piece of cardboard.


  Except it was supposed to be a solid plank wall.


  Matt pushed past her and handed the bag out. “Got a flashlight?”


  She retrieved it and handed it in. She heard more wood creaking, and then a sliding noise. Matt didn’t say anything.


  “Well, what is it?”


  The wall muffled his voice. “I found the whiskey.”


  
Chapter Twenty-Five


   


  “Don’t touch anything,” Matt warned as Sami pushed into the closet to examine his discovery. The secret room was a little larger than the closet, and it explained the dimensional difference she’d felt when looking at the closet in her office.


  There were twelve full whiskey cases stacked to one side, with several empties behind them.


  “Oh my God,” she whispered. “He has been drinking.”


  A thick patina of dust and cobwebs covered everything.


  “I’m not so sure, Sam. It looks like no one’s been in here in decades. That panel was damn hard to open.”


  “But this explains everything!” Rage enveloped her. “He’s been getting drunk while he’s in here, and that most likely is what brought on the gallbladder attack, right? It explains why his blood alcohol level was whacked, and his weird behavior.”


  Matt pushed her out ahead of him and grabbed her shoulders. “Listen to me, no one has been in that room for years. The dust is thick. If he’d been in there, you’d see it. Look for yourself.”


  She snatched the flashlight from him and returned to the closet.


  The only footprints were hers and Matt’s. The dust obviously hadn’t been disturbed in ages.


  She finally turned to him. “This would have explained it all.”


  He took the flashlight from her. “No honey, it wouldn’t. It wouldn’t explain what you saw, the woman, the guy hanging from the banister, the shower incident. It wouldn’t explain what you heard in the woods. It wouldn’t explain why Pog is terrified of that doorway. Or what he growled at, or what I felt on the stairs. It wouldn’t explain any of it.”


  Shell-shocked, Sami said nothing. He put his arm around her and led her from the room. “C’mon. You need to go to bed.” He guided her up the stairs, calling for Pog. The Lab padded up the steps behind them without hesitation.


  He helped her to bed, wondering if she needed a sedative. He pulled the covers down for her and tucked her in. He patted the bed, and Pog jumped up next to his mistress, snuggling close to her side.


  “Go to sleep,” he whispered, kissing her on the cheek. “We’ll talk in the morning. It’ll make more sense then.”


  She nodded and rolled over, throwing her arm around the dog.


  Matt turned off the light, leaving the door slightly ajar. He wanted to hear if she woke in the night.


  He’d never seen her like this, so close to breaking. Not even before Steve’s intervention.


  Steve was his friend, but Matt allowed his jealousy and anger to boil to the surface without trying to push them back any longer.


  He lay in bed for quite a while, not sure anything would make sense. She was obviously in emotional shock. Steve’s drinking had been hard on her the first time. Matt knew she took personal pride in his sobriety. If he was drinking again and she didn’t know it, it would be a huge blow to her self-esteem. Not only because she didn’t catch it sooner, but because she would partly blame herself, right or wrong.


  Whining, Pog nosed him awake a little after two in the morning. At first Matt felt disoriented. Then realized where he was. The Lab whined again.


  “What’s the matter, boy?”


  Pog looked over his shoulder at the bedroom door and growled.


  That’s when Matt heard the floor creak near the top of the stairs.


  He turned on the bedside lamp. “Sam?” He threw the covers back. “Are you okay, sweetie?”


  Another creak, followed by silence.


  Pog stared at the door and growled again.


  Matt looked into the hall. His room was on the other side of Sam’s, separated by the bathrooms. He peeked in her door and saw she was still asleep.


  Pog followed Matt as far as the guest-room door and growled again, this time his attention on the stairs.


  Another creak, from the stairs.


  Matt debated going down. He remembered the oppressive, nauseous feeling from before.


  “It’s the house settling, Pog.” The dog looked at him dubiously. Even Matt realized he didn’t believe it. “Go back to bed.”


  The dog jumped on Sam’s bed. Matt returned to his room.


  He didn’t think he would sleep again when a noise woke him about three o’clock. It was definitely the sound of footsteps, only this time in the attic overhead. They moved across his ceiling, toward the front of the house and the turret over Sam’s room.


  She appeared in his doorway, her face a terrified mask.


  He nodded. “I hear it, sweetie.”


  “We need to check it out!”


  He shook his head. “You know we won’t find anything.”


  The noise stopped. They both stared expectantly at the ceiling. The noise didn’t start again.


  He slid over and pulled back the covers, patting the mattress next to him. “Come here.” Romance was the last thing on his mind, but she looked like she was seconds from a nervous breakdown.


  She cuddled close, her back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her, his mind drifting back to many nights they’d fallen asleep together, just like this.


  After making love.


  Once he felt her breathing slow and deepen, he allowed himself to drift. Pog was protectively curled on the end of the bed at their feet.


   


  * * * *


   


  The next morning, Sami awoke alone in Matt’s bed. She pulled on his robe and drifted downstairs. “Is that bacon I smell?”


  He smiled. “I know how to get you out of bed.” Matt had cooked a full breakfast. Pog expectantly sat by the stove, hoping something got dropped his way.


  “How’d you get him into the kitchen?”


  “I walked him and brought him in through the kitchen door. He still won’t go through the doorway.”


  She wrapped her arms around Matt, relishing the familiar feel of his body. “How did I end up in your bed?”


  He looked at her. “You’re kidding, right?”


  She shook her head, taking a slice of toast.


  “You don’t remember hearing the footsteps in the attic?”


  Her face turned green. She bolted for the sink, retching. He put an arm around her and held her hair out of her face while she bent over the sink.


  “Oh, God. I thought it was just a bad dream.”


  He handed her a paper towel when she finished. “If it was, we both had it. Pog woke me earlier in the night, and I thought I heard creaks on the stairs and on the second floor. He growled at something. You slept through that one.”


  She sat. He handed her a cup of coffee, prepared exactly the way she liked it.


  “I don’t know what to do anymore,” she said. “I told him I’d give him one more chance before we came down here.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”


  “Do you want my opinion?” he asked. She nodded. “I say we get to the bottom of this. If you leave now, you’re always going to feel guilty and ask yourself if you did the right thing. You’ll feel bad you left Steve when he needs you.”


  Was he really saying this? He wanted to tell her he’d personally pack her things and drive them back to Ohio right that minute, if she’d go with him.


  He continued. “You’ve never been a quitter. I think if you leave this hanging, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.” That he believed. He wanted her back, but knew if she gave up without a fight it wouldn’t matter if she divorced Steve because she wouldn’t be able to let go of her guilt for not helping him.


  She reached for the toast and tried again. “You’re right,” she said quietly. “I know how this is going to play out, but I need to see it through.”


  “That’s settled.” He put a plate before her. “Eat. It’s after eight. We need to visit Boy Genius.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve had devoured a bowl of grits. He was watching The Today Show. While he still had the IV, there was only one medicine pump instead of two, in addition to the morphine pump.


  “Matt!” He grinned. “Hey, I’m sorry I was so out of it yesterday.” Matt leaned in for a one-armed hug, Steve clapping him on the back with his good hand.


  He saw Sami, and his face clouded. Remorse, maybe? His eyes looked clear. “Hi, Sami.”


  She let him kiss her, and he squeezed her good hand. He gently took her right hand in his and touched the bandage on her wrist, his eyes wet. “Babe, I’m so sorry—”


  “Shh, it’s okay. It was the fever, it wasn’t you.” How much did he remember? Matt said Steve appeared coherent. Maybe he was wrong.


  “No, it’s not okay. I can’t believe I did that. It’s like someone else was calling the shots.” Matt and Sami exchanged looks over the top of Steve’s head. “I’m wondering if I need to talk to Dr. Raymond about admitting me.”


  “What’s this? Is my most famous patient self-diagnosing?” Dr. Raymond walked over to Steve. “Dr. Smith told me what happened.” He glanced at Sami’s arm, then to Matt.


  Steve introduced Matt. “This is our friend and agent, Matt Barry, the man who makes the magic numbers appear in my bank account every month.”


  “Hey, you do all the work, even if you are goldbricking.”


  “I can stop by later—”


  “No, that’s okay,” Sami said. “Please, I think Steve needs to talk to you. I’ll take Matt on a tour of the town square.” She leaned over and kissed Steve. “We’ll be back in about an hour.”


  “What was that all about?” Matt asked as they left the hospital.


  “Steve is obviously in a lot of distress right now. Whether he’s drinking or possessed or going through a midlife crisis, I don’t care. Anything he can do to get himself stabilized is good.” She led the way to the different stores, and they ended up in front of Many Blessings.


  “Well, it’s colorful,” Matt snarked as he stared at the sign.


  Julie was alone in the store. Sami introduced Matt.


  Julie took his hand, looking deep into his eyes while Sami fought a brief wave of jealousy. “My friend and agent, Matthew Barry.”


  Julie smiled, still maintaining eye contact with Matt. “You may be her agent, but the two of you are much more than friends.”


  Matt and Sami both blushed. Julie laughed. “Guys, the energy flowing between you two—I don’t even read auras, but you’d have to be blind to miss it. Your physical relationship might be in the past, but you still love each other very deeply.” She paused. “Your paths are merging again.”


  Sami could tell from the look on Matt’s face that Julie had struck so close to the mark that it nearly freaked him out. She felt his body tense, as if fighting the urge to bolt from the store. “Um, I wanted to ask you about the secret room you said you sensed in Sam’s basement.”


  Julie was instantly all business. “I’m sure it’s there, but I don’t know how to get into it.”


  “Would you be willing to come back to the house today to try again?”


  Sami wondered what he was up to.


  “Would I? Are you kidding? I’d love to! What time?”


  They agreed on a time and Sami tried to pay for the house blessing. Julie waved her off. “Not on your life. Your money’s no good if it involves that house. I’m just grateful for the chance to check it out.”


  “Then will you at least let me pay for two cappuccinos?”


  She grinned. “That I’ll let you do.”


   


  * * * *


   


  “What was that about?” Sami whispered so a passing couple couldn’t overhear.


  He sipped his cappuccino. “You have to admit, we found a secret room.”


  “Not in the basement.”


  “I know. I want to see how good she is.”


  “I’d say she was pretty damn good.”


  He smiled. “One of my sister’s friends ran a fortune-teller booth for a Halloween carnival back in college. Her dad was a bunko detective. He taught her how to do cold readings, and it really spooked people. She showed me how she did it, and when you know how it’s done, it makes a lot of sense. It’s easier to fool people than you’d think.”


  “So you don’t think she’s legit?”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t say that. I think she’s dead-on.” He met Sami’s gaze. “I’m saying there’s more than one explanation sometimes, and it’s possible for all those explanations to be at least partially right.”


  Dr. Raymond was finishing his session with Steve when they returned. “Mrs. Corey, can I speak to you for a few minutes? Alone.”


  She nodded. Dr. Raymond found a vacant consultation room near the pastoral office and closed the door.


  “Steve’s in a very fragile emotional state right now.”


  “That sounds like something you’d hear in a movie.”


  “I know it does, and I hate clichés as much as anyone. He’s convinced he’s losing his mind.”


  “Is he?”


  “I don’t think so. I think he knows he’s made some bad decisions, and I think he needs to get back on track with his recovery, but I don’t think he’s crazy.”


  Sami resisted the urge to tell him the full story, knowing the doctor wouldn’t believe her. Instead, “He told me last night he doesn’t want to have kids.”


  Raymond nodded. “He said I could tell you what we talked about this morning. It’s something he’s struggled with, what caused him to act the way he has the past several months. He’s worried he’ll lose you.”


  “He’s got that right. I don’t like being lied to. He was all for having kids when we first got married.”


  “Is that important to you?”


  Sami considered it. Honestly, she didn’t know anymore, not after all that had happened. “What’s important is I need a husband who’s completely honest, who I don’t have to worry whether he’s having a bad day or he’s been out drinking. Is that too much to ask?”


  “Why are you concerned he might be drinking again?”


  Sami hesitated. “Last night, Matt and I found a hidden stash of whiskey at the house.” Okay, not the whole truth, but not a lie either.


  Raymond sat back. “Oh.”


  “Yes, oh. I think it’s possible the second round of blood tests were the wrong ones, and that he was drunk the other day.” Okay, she didn’t believe that, but the shrink didn’t have to know.


  Yeah, try to explain that. Hey, Doc, you’ll love this. I think a drunk, psychotic ghost has possessed my husband. Riiiiight.


  The doctor was quiet for a moment. “This puts a whole new spin on it.”


  “Yes. I know you’re his doctor, but I’m his wife. I don’t want you telling him what I said, either. I want to give him a chance to come clean and be honest with me. If he can do that”—she hesitated—“maybe I can learn to trust him again.”


  “If he’s drinking again, it would explain a lot.”


  She nodded. “I don’t think he needs inpatient treatment. Not yet, at least. I think he needs to learn to quit running and confront his problems head-on. If he’s lying to you about not drinking, he hasn’t hit bottom yet.”


  Yes, those years of Al-anon meetings paid off. She remembered the catchphrases. She wanted Steve at home, not in a psych ward. Whatever was going on, there was nothing the doctors could do for him that she couldn’t do at the house. She still didn’t believe he was drinking, but if she could convince the shrink, it would buy some time for her to help Steve. Probably not in time to save their marriage, but she might be able to save his life.


  She realized she was finally admitting there was something supernatural at the root of all of this.


  
Chapter Twenty-Six


   


  Dr. Raymond walked her back to Steve’s room. Matt and Steve were engaged in quiet discussion when they returned.


  “Steve,” Dr. Raymond said, “I’ve talked things over with your wife, and we’re in agreement. She wants you home, and then the two of you can decide what happens. You’ve had several harsh days, and no real time to relax and enjoy your new home. We’ll continue our sessions at my office. It would probably be a good idea for you to attend meetings.”


  Steve wiped his eyes and reached for Sami’s hand. “Okay. Thank you.”


  Dr. Raymond left, and Steve regained his composure. “Sami, why don’t you take Matt to Tampa? Get him a rental. It’s the least we can do.”


  “We just got here.” And Julie was due at the house at four.


  “I know, but I’m stuck here until at least tomorrow. There’s no reason for both of us to go stir-crazy in this place.”


  This was unexpected. “But I’ve got an…exterminator coming at four. I have to be there.” Okay, so Julie sort of was an exterminator, but not the normal kind.


  “You can make it back by then. Drop Matt off and go home.”


  She shot Matt a puzzled look, and he shrugged. What the hell was going on? She knew she wouldn’t win. “It’s not how I planned the day, but okay.”


  They stayed with Steve for a little longer until he started dozing from the medicine. “Don’t worry about coming back tonight. I’ll be okay. Just call me.”


  She kissed him. “Okay. If you’re sure?”


  He nodded. “I don’t want you driving all the way back over here at night.”


  But he wanted her to drive all the way to Tampa?


   


  * * * *


   


  When they returned to the truck, Sami turned on Matt. “Okay, what the hell was that about?”


  Matt held up his hands. “Not my idea. Steve asked me when my meetings were, and then said it wasn’t fair for me not to have a car. I told him I didn’t need a car for a couple of weeks yet, but he was almost frantic about it.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know!” Matt started the truck. “All I know is he kept saying the weirdest stuff, like, ‘everything was clear in his head.’ He wasn’t making sense.”


  Steve had—in fact—scared Matt, but no way in hell he’d admit it to Sam.


  “You have to have your own car,” Steve said. “Keep the keys on you.” What the hell was that about? And, “I won’t let it happen that way. Don’t let me hurt her, promise me, Matt, promise me you’ll protect her, no matter what.”


  Steve had been coherent. The nurse came in and checked his temperature and other vitals while they’d talked. Everything appeared normal.


  Steve had grabbed Matt’s wrist, his grip strong and tight, and wouldn’t let go until Matt swore to keep her safe. Matt agreed, even though he felt guilty. When Steve released Matt’s arm, it was like a peace settled over Steve. He started talking about the hospital food as if their conversation never happened.


  “And why isn’t Steve being admitted to a psych ward?” Matt asked. “I think he had his doctor talked into signing admission papers and now Steve’s coming home.”


  “He doesn’t belong in a psych ward. They can’t help him.”


  “You don’t think he’d benefit from a Thorazine drip? Because personally, I think that kind of cocktail might be exactly what he needs.”


  “Nothing they do can help him beyond getting his infection under control.”


  “What the hell are we supposed to do? Sit him down and say, ‘Now, Steve, we know this is difficult to accept, but you’re possessed by a crazy drunk guy’s spirit and we’re here to help?’”


  “Julie might be able to help him.”


  “Ha! The cappuccino lady? Sam, this is a looong way from séances and Tarot cards. If there’s really something wrong with him supernaturally, we need serious help.”


  “Don’t you think I know that?” she screamed, her fury shocking him into silence. “Don’t you think I know what’s at stake? Believe me, I’m fully aware of what we’re dealing with. But unless we can help Steve, when I divorce him, he’s probably going to end up dead like George Simpson and Tom Prescott and all those other people! If you don’t mind, I’d rather not have that on my conscience!”


  Matt nearly ran off the road and forced himself to keep both hands on the wheel, and his eyes on the vehicle ahead of him.


  When I divorce him, she’d said.


  Not “if.”


  When.


   


  * * * *


   


  It was a silent drive to Tampa. Sami spent the trip staring out her window. Matt didn’t speak except to verify directions. It would be easiest and cheapest to rent from the airport and return it before his flight home.


  Outside the terminal, he put the truck in park and got out. She slid behind the wheel. “But I need to—”


  “I’m a big boy with credit cards. I’ll call it a business expense and charge it off. I’m the boss, I can do things like that. You go back to the house. I’ll find my way there.”


  “Then I’ll see you at home.”


  “You can call that place home?”


  She shrugged. “It feels a lot better than it did before Julie cleansed it. I know it’s still got problems, but…” She shrugged again. “It’s growing on me.”


  Like a cancerous tumor. “Go ahead, sweetie. You don’t need to wait on me.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Matt’s promise put him at ease. He would make sure Sami stayed safe, no matter what.


  He should have insisted on being admitted instead of letting Sami talk Dr. Raymond out of it. She had no idea what she was dealing with. Neither did Dr. Raymond.


  The dreams were vivid, unlike anything he’d ever experienced, and they were getting worse. A little girl, raped and dumped in a hole in the ground. A woman, tied to a bed and raped. A man hanging from the banister. An Indian girl…


  He didn’t want to think about it.


  And yet, he couldn’t help it.


  It might be his overactive imagination, but that didn’t explain the clarity of the dreams he had about Sami and Matt. Like they had wine coolers the night before, and how she fell into Matt’s arms at the park gate when he arrived.


  Or Matt lying in the guest bed, thinking about Sami, and how he breathed in the scent from her hair while she slept in his arms after they heard the noises in the attic.


  How they found a cache of whiskey in his office closet, and knew he hadn’t touched that stash.


  Sami lied about the appointment. He wasn’t sure why, but there weren’t bugs in the house. He didn’t want to lose Sami. Even more, he didn’t want to hurt her.


  He kept seeing the house out of different eyes, in different times—flashbacks?—and it scared him.


  There was something else, too, a woman with curly, red hair, and he didn’t want to think about her because she filled him with rage.


  He woke up disoriented and remembered he was in the hospital.


  Again with the dreams.


  He couldn’t tell what was real and what was in his mind anymore.


  God, I need a drink.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt was nearly an hour behind Sami. The Toyota SUV handled great. He thought the four-wheel drive might come in handy on the sandy park roads.


  Pog was immobilized in the kitchen. Matt found Sami downstairs in the basement, staring at the empty bookcase. “What’s going on?”


  “Look up.”


  He looked up. “Yeah?”


  “What do you see?”


  He shrugged. “Floor joists, a few cobwebs, electrical conduit.”


  She handed him a tape measure. “Go upstairs and measure from the living room doorway to the far kitchen wall, the one the basement door’s on. Then come back here.”


  She had a determined look on her face, the “don’t ask questions, just DO it” look. He measured a hair over fifteen feet and returned to the basement.


  She pointed at the joists. “That’s where the kitchen wall is. Measure from there to the bookcase.”


  He must have miscalculated. “Eight feet?”


  She nodded. “Pog won’t even go close to the threshold. Come watch this.” She took the tape measure from Matt and they went upstairs.


  Pog looked miserable under the table. Sami extended the tape measure, laying it on the floor and locking it. The living room threshold was at the fifteen foot mark. The far end of the kitchen table stood at eight feet.


  Matt realized he hadn’t seen Pog go around the far end of the table, just the end closest to the basement door.


  Sami reached into the fridge and pulled out a hotdog, one of Pog’s favorite treats, one he couldn’t resist. He saw the dog’s interest grow when Sami stepped over the eight-foot mark and waited at the doorway.


  “Poggy, Pog-wog, c’mon, here, boy!”


  The Lab stopped at the end of the kitchen table, extending his nose, but not his feet, into the “neutral zone” between the eight- and fifteen-foot marks.


  He would not cross.


  She looked at Matt and tapped the floor with her foot. It sounded hollow, not solid, like under the living room floor where the basement didn’t extend. “That’s where the room is.”


  “Fine, but how do we get into it?”


  She tossed Pog the treat and he took it under the table. “I don’t know, but we’ve got enough time to eat before Julie gets here. We need to be honest with her and tell her the full story.”


  “I don’t want to read in the papers she’s feeding them stories about Steve being possessed or something.”


  “That won’t happen.”


  They were finishing their meal when Julie’s green Element appeared in the drive. “Right on time,” Sami said.


  She held the kitchen door open for Julie, who was weighed down by a large box of items, as well as a backpack, a duffel bag, and another carry case slung over her shoulder. Her wild hair was tamed into a ponytail. She’d changed into jeans and a black T-shirt.


  Sami could picture this Julie running a company.


  Pog ventured out from under the table. He determined she was friend, not foe, and retreated to his lair.


  “I don’t think I’ve seen a Lab that calm before.”


  Sami shook her head. “He’s not. Watch this.” Sami put the tape measure on the floor and repeated the hot dog experiment with the same result. Julie’s eyes widened.


  “Oh, wow! What happens if you try to make him go through the door?”


  Sami grabbed Pog’s collar and tried to drag him across the linoleum. His paws slipped and skidded, but he frantically pulled back, whimpering, fighting her, thrashing wildly. Sami let go and he retreated with a hurt look. She fed him another hot dog. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but we had to show her.”


  Julie looked stunned. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”


  “Watch this.” Sami led Pog out the kitchen door, around the porch, and through the front door into the living room, where he happily jumped up on the window seat.


  “He won’t go through that doorway?”


  Sami shook her head. “Not to save his life.”


  “Can I film that?”


  Sami looked at Matt and he shrugged. “Sure.” She brought Pog back to the kitchen and got another hot dog.


  “Feed half of it to him now,” Julie suggested, filming, “and we’ll get this in one shot. I want to film him eating the hot dog to show he likes it.”


  Sami broke the treat in half and he scarfed it. She moved into the “dead zone” and tried to get him to follow.


  He stopped at the eight-foot mark.


  Matt stepped around Pog and tried to pull him toward Sami. Julie filmed the dog’s terrified scrabbling and thrashing.


  “Okay, that’s enough,” Julie said. “Don’t stress him.” Matt released Pog’s collar.


  Julie had one more request. “Can you take another hot dog and take him around through the living room and try to bring him into the kitchen that way?”


  Sami did, with the same results. Pog refused, plus he managed to splay his back legs wide enough to catch on either side of the doorway for traction. Sami let him go and gave him the hot dog.


  “You won’t need any dinner tonight after all those snacks,” she told him. He retreated to the window seat.


  Julie stopped filming. “That’s absolutely incredible.”


  “I would appreciate it not ending up on YouTube.”


  She shook her head. “Absolutely not. This is only for me, for my files. I’m going to set it up in the basement while we work, see if I can catch anything on film.


  “That’s actually not a bad idea,” Matt admitted.


  “I have a portable FLIR camera, too.”


  “Isn’t that what they use on that TV show?”


  She nodded. “I’ve got the same model. My best friend works for them as a production assistant, and hooked me up with the manufacturer.” She unpacked a case from the box. “It records on a DVD. This way, I can keep popping new discs in and not have to worry about rewinding video.”


  “You don’t have an EMF meter in there do you?” Matt joked, his laughter silenced when she held one up. “Oh.” It looked like an expensive piece of equipment.


  “This isn’t spooky Ouija board sessions. This is science. More often than not I can usually debunk a place. I’m not one of those flakes that goes in and sees a ghost in every shadow. I admit I can usually feel the energy in a location if there are spirits, but unless I get tangible proof, I won’t say it’s got supernatural issues, no matter what my opinion is.”


  Issues. Great way to phrase it, Sami thought, sending her into a fit of giggles. “Issues? This place doesn’t have issues, it has subscriptions.”


  “Actually,” Matt said, “Sami has more to tell you. We’d better sit down.”


  Sami didn’t leave anything out this time. She told Julie the whole story, including Steve’s behavior in the hospital.


  Julie frowned. “I wish I’d known this before. I would have insisted on getting into that room.”


  “I’m sorry. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if the ritual would do anything. Plus you have to understand”—she glanced at Matt—“my husband’s profession draws enough attention to him.”


  “Well, what’s done is done. I don’t know the full extent of what we’re dealing with, but if we can get into that room, it will answer some questions and let us get this place cleaned up once and for all. Cleansing the old well would help, too.” She looked wistful. Not only was it George’s semipermanent resting place, it was where her grandaunt’s body was unceremoniously dumped by her great-grandfather.


  Julie handed a pad of gridded paper and pencil to Matt. “Can you draw me a rough blueprint of the house?” She indicated the tape measure, still on the floor. “Doesn’t have to be exact, but use that to give me rough dimensions.”


  He agreed and set off on his mission.


  Julie continued unpacking the items she brought, including what Sami guessed to be tens of thousands of dollars in video cameras and other equipment. She handed Sami a digital voice recorder and showed her how to use it by recording the time, date, and location. “Please take this up to the attic and leave it in the middle of the floor.”


  It was after five. Before they got too involved, Sami needed to call Steve. She left the digital voice recorder activated, in the attic, and found her cell in the living room.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve answered his room phone when it rang.


  “How are you feeling?” Sami asked.


  He couldn’t read her mood, but she sounded concerned.


  “My fever is gone. They said I might go home tomorrow.”


  “That’s great.” She sounded genuinely enthusiastic. “I’ll be there in the morning to get you.”


  “I’m looking forward to some home cooking. This stuff isn’t bad, but it’s not good, either.”


  “We’ll get you home and everything will be fine.”


  Will it? “Sami, I want to talk about what happened, because I think I owe you—”


  “Steve, we can talk once you’re home, okay?” She said it kindly. Maybe she was willing to stay. “I’ll bring you home and we’ll have plenty of time to talk, all right?”


  Would they? Somehow, he didn’t think they would. “Okay. What are you doing?”


  “Housecleaning.” Her slight hesitation made him suspect otherwise, or maybe it was his exhaustion. “The basement. I’m thinking about tossing some of the crap down there…”


   


  * * * *


   


  When they were together again, Julie asked Sami for the sage. “You still have it, right?”


  Sami retrieved the box of items from the cabinet.


  “Good. I need to see the room you found.”


  They led her to it, and she asked them to open the office window. Julie repeated the sage-and-blessing ritual in the secret room. Her voice sounded muffled inside the wall. “I’ll tell you the truth, besides the fact the dust isn’t disturbed, I don’t think your husband knew this was here because I don’t get the feeling of fresh energy, mostly really old stuff.” She fell silent. For a moment they worried something had happened. Then, “Oh no! My grandfather found it!”


  Julie staggered out of the closet, and Matt took the abalone shell and smoldering sage stick before she dropped them.


  Sami began to wonder if this was such a good idea. “How could you tell just from looking?”


  Julie’s hand shook. The old pocket watch was covered with dust, but they made out the engraving on the cover.


  Tom Prescott.


  “I found it on the floor by the empty bottles.” Her voice trembled. She collapsed in the office chair.


  Matt set the items on the desk and took the watch from her, going back into the closet with a flashlight. Julie stared out the office window. She didn’t see Matt reemerge and nod to Sami.


  There was a spot on the floor, in the dust, where the watch had been. He hadn’t stepped far enough into the closet to see it before.


  Julie placed her hands on the desk and closed her eyes, trying to compose herself. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting that.”


  Sami tried to reassure her. “It’s okay, we understand. I’m sure it’s quite a shock.”


  “My great-grandmother didn’t keep any of his things. Family legend is she had them all burned, only kept a few pictures of the two of them with Lisa. She kept all her pictures of Lisa, even if he was in them. There are some wedding photos another relative has, but beyond that—” She choked back a sob. “Nothing to show he ever lived. He wasn’t always an evil man. He did a lot of good and people liked him. It wasn’t until after he moved here he changed.” She turned from them and wiped her eyes.


  Matt decided he didn’t want to hold the watch anymore and held it out to Julie. She recoiled at first, then felt around in her pocket for a handkerchief and wrapped the watch in it. She swallowed hard. “I need to take care of it.”


  She seemed to see the desk for the first time. “This is George Simpson’s desk?”


  Sami nodded. “That’s what the real estate agent said.”


  “It needs to go. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. Goddess, I’m so stupid!” She swallowed hard again. “Furniture in the house from George Simpson or my great-grandfather needs to be removed.”


  “Let’s do it.” Matt cleared the desktop and started removing the drawers. Much heavier than it looked, it explained why it probably never left the house. It took all three of them, struggling, to maneuver it through the doorway. They dragged it outside and unceremoniously dropped it on the grass once they cleared the porch stairs.


  They heard a clunk inside, like glass rattling against wood. All three looked at each other.


  Sami said it first. “Did you hear that?”


  Matt and Julie nodded.


  They examined the desk. The empty drawers lay strewn on the ground next to it. Matt and Sami hefted the desk up a few inches and let it drop again.


  Clunk.


  They knocked on the veneer facing, trying to find the hidden compartment, while daylight faded and evening shadows blanketed the yard. Sami, weary of the chore, walked to the barn.


  “Where’s she going?” Julie asked.


  She didn’t have to wait long for an answer. Sami returned a moment later with an old axe and approached the desk. Matt pulled Julie out of the way as Sami swung the axe hard, grunting with the effort. The rusty axe shattered the front panel but didn’t expose any hidden compartments. Sami braced her foot against the desk for leverage, pulled the axe out, and tried again.


  “If you swung a tennis racket like that, you might beat me more often,” Matt quipped.


  Sami glared at him before returning her focus to the desk.


  Julie nudged him. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to tease a pissed-off, axe-wielding woman.”


  “Good point.”


  They watched while Sami, swing by swing, systematically destroyed the desk. It took nearly twenty hits to find and break the compartment open. It was on the far right side, near the bottom.


  Sami stared at the half-empty whiskey bottle that rolled out, miraculously unscathed, when she pulled the axe out and remains of the splintered veneer panel came with it.


  Not a speck of dust on the bottle. The date on the label read 1907. Identical to the ones in the secret closet.


  She looked at Matt, then hefted the axe over her head. With a scream of fury, Sami brought the blunt side of the axe head down, smashing the bottle and splashing whiskey everywhere, repeating until her screams turned to sobs.


  She threw the axe to the ground and stomped toward the house.


  Matt surveyed the desk’s ruins. “How do we explain it to Steve?”


  “Tell him termites?” Julie suggested.


  “Well, she did tell him we had an exterminator coming today.”


  Sami stormed through the front door, slamming it hard enough to rattle the windows.


  Julie let out a breath. “I think when she gets her hands on him, the least of Steve’s problems will be what happened to his desk. Go after her. I’ll clean up the glass.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt found Sami in the master bedroom. She angrily stripped off her clothes. They smelled of whiskey from where it splashed her as she pummeled the bottle.


  He stepped outside the bedroom door when he realized she was undressing. “Sam, you okay?”


  “Do I look like I’m—Jesus, Matt, you’ve seen me naked before. What are you doing out there?”


  “I don’t exactly have the right to walk in on you,” he said softly.


  He heard her sigh, a drawer open, close, and she said, “All clear.”


  She’d put on a yellow, oversized T-shirt that fell past her hips. She’d never looked more beautiful.


  “What now?” he quietly asked.


  “Well, I’m back to the booze or boogeyman question, aren’t I? Maybe there’s nothing wrong with Steve after all, except that he’s a damn lying drunk. Maybe it’s my imagination running away with me and he’s just a fucking asshole.” She rummaged around for a pair of jeans in a sock drawer. Realizing her mistake, she slammed the drawer shut hard enough to rock the dresser. She yanked another drawer open, and the knob came off in her hand, sending her reeling off-balance.


  Reflexively, Matt stepped forward and caught her. Their eyes met. They stood frozen for a moment until she grabbed his head with both hands and kissed him, forcefully, her fingers entwined in his hair.


  His first instinct was to pull away. Then he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to him, his hands skimming down her back to cup her soft, rounded curves, holding her more tightly against him, if that was possible. She moaned as he grew hard against her.


  It had been so many years, and she felt so good. He realized how much he ached for her.


  God, he’d missed her!


  Nothing else existed, just that moment. Her hands picked at his shirt, fumbling with the buttons. He stepped back to help her. When he looked up, he saw an angry man, brandishing a buck knife, standing at the end of the bed.


  The sight sent him stumbling back against the dresser. “No!” he gasped, pulling Sami behind him to protect her, but the man was gone.


  Sami wheeled around, panicked. “What, what is it?”


  He pointed at the place where he saw the man. The ghostly specter had disappeared. “There was—” Oh, screw it and admit it. “George Simpson, right there!”


  Sami looked. “I don’t see anything.” Their mood was as gone as George’s ghost.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt helped Sami open the drawer and get a pair of jeans. Julie waited for them in the kitchen. They told her what Matt saw and she grabbed the FLIR camera and bounded up the stairs, two at a time.


  They followed her, and Matt pointed to exactly where he saw the figure.


  Julie scanned the room with the thermal camera but didn’t find anything. “That doesn’t mean he wasn’t here or won’t be back,” she explained.


  They returned to the subject of furniture. “Old stuff from the Simpsons or Prescotts needs to go,” Julie said.


  “I’m not sure what else was here,” Sami admitted. “A couple of dressers, maybe a bed frame, not much else. The rest of the stuff is downstairs in the basement.” They brought the still-smoldering sage stick with them to the basement.


  Julie went through the items. “None of this looks old enough. That desk though, since it belonged to George, it’s a magnet for negativity as long as it is in the house. Especially with Steve using it, and George using Steve to break through.”


  Julie brought down her electronics, including another voice recorder, and set them up in the basement. Once ready, they turned their focus to the bookcase. Matt used the flashlight to carefully examine every inch for a hidden latch. A built-in unit, but it wasn’t one solid piece. It looked like several bookcases had been spliced together to make a larger one. They pulled and tugged on the shelves, but found no way to get in.


  “Do you have a hammer, Sam?” Matt asked.


  She brought it to him. He gently rapped on the wall behind the shelves. It sounded dull, solid, not hollow. It was difficult to tell if anything lay behind the wall or not.


  Julie studied the shelves. “I keep picturing an episode of Scooby-Doo where Daphne leans against a bookcase and disappears behind it.”


  “If only it were that easy.” Sami started systematically pushing, instead of pulling, each shelf.


  Matt crawled on his hands and knees, looking under the bookcase between the floor and bottom shelf.


  “Aha!” They heard a click. The section of shelving next to him easily and silently swung open.


  As the women gathered around, Matt shined the flashlight inside.


  
Chapter Twenty-Seven


   


  Steve’s eyes flew open. They’d found it! He didn’t know how he knew, but the basement room was open.


  He couldn’t let them in there! They’ll take everything!


  He closed his eyes and tried to clear his head. The fever must be back, because this didn’t make any sense. What room? Who found it?


  He thought about calling the nurse and decided against it. This would pass. These episodes always did. Washing over him in waves, experience told him they would soon be little more than a bad memory by morning.


  Rage exploded behind his eyes. How dare they? How dare they invade my personal space and take what is mine! I’ve worked too damn hard to let someone else steal it!


  Steve grabbed the handrail and tried to sit up, the pain in his abdomen bringing him back to full consciousness. This is stupid.


  He hit the button on the morphine pump and waited. As he drifted to sleep, a final dark thought wormed its way through.


  It was all that woman’s fault. She’d always held him back. Apparently, the last lesson wasn’t enough. She never learned. He’d have to teach her again. And again, if necessary.


  Damn poisonous whore.


   


  * * * *


   


  The nurse checked on Steve and found him asleep. She hated to wake him because he’d been restless all day. She borrowed an ear thermometer from the children’s ward and managed to take his temp without waking him. His temperature was slightly elevated, but less than one hundred degrees. He was due for another round of IV antibiotics, and that would most likely take care of it.


  She checked on him an hour later, after the meds had time to work, and found his temperature back to normal.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami tried to push past Matt, but he held her back. “Let me go first.”


  He stepped forward to the entrance. Obviously, the bookcase had been recently opened. He shined the light on the hinges and found them well oiled. He leaned forward and smelled the fresh, and distinctive, odor of lubricant. He didn’t need to point this out to Sami. She correctly read his face.


  Steve had been here.


  Sami went to the shelves over the washer and dryer where she stored various chemicals, and cleaners. The spray can of penetrating oil came from one of the shopping trips with Steve. He’d dropped it in the cart, along with a few other assorted items. At the time she hadn’t thought anything of it because the kitchen door needed it.


  But hadn’t been oiled yet.


  She looked over to Matt and Julie, then picked up the can and hefted it.


  It was half empty.


  “Dammit!” she screamed, lobbing it into the mop sink.


  How long had Steve known about this secret room and not said anything? How had he found the room in the first place? To the best of her knowledge, he’d only been down to the basement a few times, and most of those were with her, helping her move furniture.


  Matt watched her pace, muttering, swearing, kicking old furniture.


  Julie stepped forward to talk to her, but Matt touched her arm and shook his head.


  It took Sami several minutes to pull herself together. Before Matt could object, she grabbed the flashlight from him and stormed into the secret room.


  The room wasn’t finished like the rest of the basement. About fifteen feet long and eight feet wide, the room stretched toward the back of the house. It contained a rough-hewn table, an old chair, and some makeshift shelves holding maybe a dozen boxes. On the table sat an old oil lamp, an opened bottle of whiskey, a pencil, and a piece of paper.


  In one corner, fifteen unopened whiskey cases had been neatly stacked. Next to that, six more cases of empty bottles, all covered with dust. Scattered across the floor lay a dozen or so empty bottles.


  Dust-free.


  Matt and Julie squeezed through the door beside her. Matt put a hand on Sami’s shoulder, reaching for the flashlight with the other.


  Julie produced a small flashlight and ran the FLIR camera, advancing on the table.


  Suddenly, the room filled with a smoky, campfire odor, mixed with a sickly smell, like rotting meat.


  Julie gasped. “Look at this!”


  They gathered behind her to view the small screen. The camera was pointed at the table, where a huge ball of color exploded in the viewfinder, coalescing and becoming a human-shaped mass. They all looked up, saw nothing, but felt a hot breeze sweep past them. On the screen the form raced toward, through them. Then it returned to normal and showed nothing out of the ordinary.


  They nearly tripped over each other backing through the door into the basement. Julie wheeled, trying to see if the form was in the basement, but nothing supernatural appeared on the screen.


  Julie’s eyes widened. “Okay, I’m going to say that’s the most intense thing I’ve ever seen!”


  Sami couldn’t tell if Julie was excited or scared. “What the hell was that?” Sami asked, her sanity fraying.


  Julie traded the FLIR for a digital camera and took several pictures of the secret room from the doorway. “I don’t know, but I can’t wait to examine that footage. That was amazing!”


  “That’s all fine and well,” Matt interjected, “but what do we do about it?”


  Julie looked up from her camera, remembering she was here to cleanse the house, not simply record activity. “Right. I need to get my things set up.”


  It took her ten minutes to prepare. She started a variety of the sage ritual. Sami and Matt followed her instructions. Matt wasn’t sure if he believed it would help, but he knew it wouldn’t hurt. Sami, on the other hand seemed convinced Julie’s methods were the answer, and participated wholeheartedly.


  Another rush of warm, foul air poured from the room as they entered and lit candles. Sami went through almost an entire book of matches before the air stayed calm enough to keep the candles lit.


  Matt looked around. “Damn! That does feel different!”


  Sami closed her eyes and inhaled. The smoky smell had disappeared, replaced by the slightly sweet smell of sage and candle smoke.


  Julie walked around the room. “I think it’s clear, but we’ll have to do the entire house again to make sure it’s completely gone.”


  Matt focused on the paper on the table now that the ritual was complete. He read it and Sami watched the blood drain from his face.


  “Matt, what is it?”


  He handed her the flashlight. Then he bolted from the room and puked in the mop sink.


  The paper was old and fragile but still legible, barely. Not because of the age, but because of the rambling scrawl.


   


  I showed them. I taught them all a lessen nobody could forget. If anyone want to know what I did with those kids, they have to go to hell to find out cuz thats where I sent them. There momma is next too. Got her upstairs now waitin on me. Got her waitin real good. That fire pit is where them old spanards are buried. No one will know thats where the kids are too. I took em out, told them we going hunting and they believed me. I shot em both so quick they didnt know what happend. Fire burned em real good too.


  That momma of theres tryd to poison me. My gut feels like its on fire. Im teachin her a lesson, Ill see her in hell. Gonna have a little more fun before I do to her what I did to them kids. Then Ill go to the doctor and see if he can fix my gut, tell him I think I been poisoned.


   


  Sami backed away from the table, her head spinning. She wheeled around and slammed her forehead against the door frame, the flashlight bouncing from her hand and hitting the floor. Stars blossomed behind her eyelids as she grabbed her head and howled in pain.


  The scene before her played like a horror movie, and she had a front-row seat. The petite, auburn-haired woman tied spread-eagle to a wrought-iron bed, frantically working at the ropes, trying to escape. Footsteps up the stairs and George’s voice, coarse and loud. He moved toward the bed…


   


  * * * *


   


  “Sam, wake up!” Matt shook her, yelling, his voice frantic.


  Julie pressed a wet cloth against Sami’s forehead.


  Sami tried to sit up, felt a wave of dizziness, and lay back in Matt’s arms. They’d moved her out of the room and into the basement.


  “Call 911,” he said.


  “No!” Sami yelled, stopping Julie in her tracks. “No, I’m okay. I just smacked my head.”


  “You might have a concussion,” Julie argued.


  Sami took the washcloth from her and held it to her head, sitting up. This time the world didn’t spin, although she’d have one hell of a goose egg over her left eye the next morning. “No, I’m okay.” She told Julie where the zip-top bags were in the kitchen. “Please make me an ice pack. Dish towels are on the counter, wrap it in one of those.”


  Julie nodded and bounded up the stairs.


  Sami lay back against Matt, and he took the washcloth from her, gently pressing it to her forehead. “What did you see?”


  “What?”


  “You saw something. When I read the note, I had to run for the sink. I saw him. Like I was there. I had some sort of sick vision. I watched him shoot the kids and rape his wife.”


  “Yes.”


  “We have to tell Julie.”


  She shuddered. “I know.”


  Julie reappeared with the ice pack, and Sami gratefully accepted it.


  “What happened?” Julie asked.


  They told her about their visions, and Julie frowned. “We have to cleanse those areas, where he killed them and the well.” She paused. “My great-grandfather confessed he strangled my aunt, but she wasn’t dead when he threw her down the well. He thought she was. There were marks on the walls and stuff under her fingernails. That’s not part of the original reports, but a few years ago, before he died, I interviewed one of the deputies who found her. He was the one who went down the rope and found her, and George. Her back had broken from the fall, they said. It looked like she lived for at least a little while.


  “As long as that well isn’t cleansed,” she continued, “or the clearing, things might keep coming back. Not as bad as they were, but we need to release that energy once and for all.”


  Matt retrieved the flashlight and returned to the secret room. The bottle on the table looked over half empty. Fresh fingerprints marred the thick patina of dust. Matt noticed a sediment line inside the bottle higher than the current level, where it looked like the whiskey had sat for many, many years.


  Before someone recently started drinking again.


  Steve.


  The very thought of drinking out of the same bottle George Simpson drank from was nauseating, to say the least.


  George Simpson had been crazy, drunk, and in a lot of pain from some sort of ailment. But why leave a note like that? Especially in a room where he never expected anyone to go but himself?


  Matt turned his attention to the wooden boxes on the shelves. He pulled one down and found it filled with several cloth drawstring bags. He opened one. Inside lay bundles of currency, mostly silver certificates, but also dollars in different denominations, much of it looking like it had never circulated.


  The other three bags bore similar contents.


  He pulled down another box and nearly dropped it, it was so heavy. The bags in this one were full of coins—silver dollars and half-dollars. A third box contained more currency.


  He returned them to the shelves and selected another box. This one was full of loose papers. Hesitant to touch them, he realized from looking at the top sheet they were more of George Simpson’s ramblings. Apparently Evelyn wasn’t the only one in the family keeping a journal.


  Matt put the box away and looked at the shelves. He was no expert, but there had to be tens of thousands of dollars in face value in old currency.


  And Sami didn’t own the house.


  He returned to the women. “Sami, you need to get on the phone first thing tomorrow morning and talk to the real estate office and close on this house.”


  “What?”


  He wasn’t sure how much to say in front of Julie. By all rights, the money in the room belonged to the house’s owner, but it would make a nice nest egg for Sami to start over with.


  While he tried to figure out how to say it, Julie spoke. “How much money is in there, anyway?”


  Both Matt and Sami gaped at her.


  Julie shrugged. “Everyone knew George Simpson was rich. When he died, there wasn’t much in the bank. Some people assumed he drank it all, or spent it on the house. He was too smart for that. So I figured he probably hid the money somewhere, not pissed it away, drunk or not. It’s in those boxes, isn’t it?”


  Matt nodded. “A lot.”


  “Sami has to own the property to claim the money.”


  He nodded again. So much for subtlety.


  Julie smiled. “Guys, let me fill you in on my family history…”


  Julie told them the story. Tom Prescott may have taken Mary’s reason for living, but he left her and his unborn child well-off. When he died, Mary inherited several hundred thousand dollars. She was smart enough to invest it wisely and keep it from her new husband. When she died, she left her only son an estate worth over ten million dollars.


  “No one knew she had that much money,” Julie said. “It surprised everyone. My grandfather was his mother’s son, and invested it wisely. I’ve been living off the interest of my trust account since I graduated. I only run the shop because it’s my passion, not because I need the money.”


  That explained a lot, Matt thought. Including how a small-town shopkeeper could afford the latest high-tech ghost hunting gadgets.


  “And don’t worry about Ms. Johnson,” Julie continued. “Her husband had an insurance policy for a half million dollars, which was a hell of a lot of money back then. He worried if something happened to him that she needed to be able to take care of the baby. That’s why it was so rough on her at first, besides losing him. The insurance company wanted to make sure it was an accident. They investigated several months before paying out. Her son has done very well for himself. Civil law.”


  “So,” Matt said carefully, “it would seem even though this place has destroyed quite a few lives, the people who survive do quite well.”


  Julie chewed on that. “I hadn’t thought about it like that. I guess it would be a kind of karmic restitution, wouldn’t it? So much good coming from so much bad? Don’t tell Ms. Johnson you’ve let me in here or she’ll never sell you the house. That’s another reason you don’t have to worry about me saying anything. I’ll gladly ignore what you found, but please, let me keep studying this place.”


  Matt smiled and held out his hand. “Deal.”


  None of them had the energy to do more that evening. Julie agreed it was getting late, and emotionally they’d all been through a lot. “I want to go through the video footage and other data tomorrow and see if there’s anything else.”


  Sami was content to let Matt make the plans. “Steve might be home from the hospital tomorrow. I don’t know what’s going to happen.”


  “We need to deal with him, too,” Julie said. “I need to research the best plan of attack.” She looked at the secret room. “I suggest closing it and replacing the books. Don’t tell him you found it, see how he is when he gets back. We might have done enough to help him by getting rid of that desk and cleansing the room.” She swallowed hard. “And we need to find the clearing where George killed them. And the old well.”


  Sami finally put two and two together. “The clearing, it’s where the cairns are, right? The old graveyard?”


  Julie nodded. “Finding it might be easier said than done.”


  “I can show you exactly where it is,” Sami said. “I’ve already been there.”


  
Chapter Twenty-Eight


   


  “You have?” Julie asked, surprised.


  Sami nodded. “It’s just southeast of here. Steve went there the first night he sleepwalked. Didn’t I tell you?”


  Julie stared at her for a moment and closed her eyes. “Goddess, I am such an idiot. I totally forgot. You did tell me. Can you find the clearing again where you heard the Indian girl crying?”


  “I think so. We were moving pretty fast, but I bet I can find the trail.”


  “I’ll need a few days. I want to find the plat maps anyway, see if anyone kept records on who was buried where in the cemetery. I can do a ritual over my great-grandfather’s grave then, too. Otherwise, we’ll have to blanket the entire area.”


  They agreed Julie would come back Thursday morning. That would be enough time to get Steve home, hopefully start paperwork on the house, and maybe Sami and Matt could locate the well.


  They helped Julie pack, and she hung another black onyx charm around Matt’s neck. “Humor me, even if you don’t believe, okay?”


  He nodded, looking at Sami’s swelling brow. “Doesn’t protect against everything, does it?”


  Julie followed his gaze. “No, that would take a crash helmet.” She gave them her home and cell numbers.


  They watched her taillights disappear into the woods. Sami remembered something. “Oh! The digital recorder in the attic, I forgot all about it.”


  “Don’t worry. She can get it when she comes back.”


  It was late. Sami felt she’d been awake for weeks because of the emotional roller coaster from the day’s events. Had it only been this morning she’d been convinced Steve wasn’t drinking?


  She needed a long soak. “I’m going to be a while. Feel free to use my shower.”


  “I’m going to run to the store. I want to get a couple of things.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like a quart of orange juice and a bottle of vodka.”


  “Oh, but we have our own stockpile of antique whiskey here,” she quipped. “Let’s break into that and go to town.”


  He immediately picked up her sarcasm, returning it like a well-timed backhand. “What, and cut into our profits? Never. That stuff would be worth a fortune if we sold it.” He grew serious. “I’d rather drink gasoline.”


  “Probably healthier, too. Hey, while you’re out, buy condoms. I feel like getting shit-faced and laid,” she only half joked.


  He laughed, not meeting her gaze, and found his keys.


  She went upstairs and heard him leave. Pog followed her and curled up in the bathroom.


  We. If we sold it, he’d said.


  She left the guest bathroom door cracked open.


  It was the first time she’d been able to reflect on their earlier embrace. Truth be told, she hoped Matt would come into the bathroom. Then maybe she could talk him into bed.


  Oh come on, Sami, you’re not divorced yet. That’s not right. Steve’s in the hospital recovering from surgery, and you’re thinking about seducing Matt?


  When she found the whiskey bottle in the desk, if Steve had been there, she would have been tempted to use the axe on him. He was drinking again, without a doubt. Whether there were more secrets remained to be seen.


  She remembered finding Steve on his knees in the office after he banged his head. What had he been doing on the floor?


  Stashing the bottle, obviously.


  After wrecking the desk, she wanted nothing to do with Steve, wanted the smell of the whiskey off her clothes, wanted no part of him anymore.


  What she wanted were Matt’s strong hands catching her…


  She sank lower in the hot water, trying to relax, a fresh ice pack over the bump on her head.


  It was a reflex action, kissing Matt. She wanted Matt to take her right then, no turning back. To pull her away from Steve once and for all and give her every reason in the world to leave. To wrap her legs around him like she used to and…


  God, his body felt good. The way it used to feel. Judging from his reaction, he wanted her, too.


  It would be wrong.


  Would it? Steve tethered her to him emotionally with a series of lies. He wanted kids. He wasn’t drinking. What else had he lied about? Isn’t that what he’d said in the hospital, that he was tired of lying?


  How long had he been drinking again? Would she tap enough walls at the Ohio house and find a secret stash there, too? Or maybe being in this crazy place drove him over the edge once opportunity knocked.


  She must have drifted, because the sound of the front door startled her. “Matt?”


  “I’ll be right up.” She heard grocery bags rattle and the fridge door open.


  A few minutes later, he stood outside the bathroom door. “I made you a drink.”


  “Bring it in.”


  “Sam—”


  “Matt, please. I appreciate it, but drop the pretense.”


  She closed her eyes and heard the door swing open. He touched the cold glass to her hand and she wrapped her fingers around it, brushing against his. He hesitated for a moment before letting go.


  “Thank you.” She didn’t want to open her eyes and lose the fantasy she was working on. She brought the glass to her lips. Orange juice, vodka, and soda water.


  She hadn’t had one of these in years. Not since…


  Not since the night they made love the last time.


  They had known then that they were breaking up, yet neither wanted to voice the finality of it. No fighting, no screaming. Just quiet agreement that Matt didn’t want to see anyone else, but he didn’t know if, or when, he’d ever feel ready to get married and have kids. For some reason she felt pressured to move forward with her life, wanting it all. She was published and independent, items crossed off her “life list,” and was in a hurry to get married, start a family.


  He let her go, even introduced her to Steve at a party a few months later.


  Look where it got her.


  “It’s good, thank you.” She pressed the cool glass to her cheek.


  “You’re welcome.” Ice rattled in his glass as he took a sip. “I think it’s time we have a talk.”


  She nodded and sensed him sit on the edge of the tub.


  “You know,” he continued, “it’s difficult for me to have a conversation with you lying there like that.”


  “Like what?” She smiled, picturing his face.


  “I think you know exactly what I mean, Sam.”


  “What I know,” she said, “is I’m filing for divorce sometime in the next few weeks. I am a married woman who hasn’t had sex in over six months because her husband’s got some major issues that I no longer have any desire to work through. He’s lied to me. I’m done. I told him flat-out at the intervention that if he started drinking again, we were through. God only knows how long he’s been lying to me. Or about what else.”


  “Then I’ll buy you a vibrator.”


  His comment shocked her enough to open her eyes. He wore the half smile she loved, the one that always melted her. He was different in so many ways from Steve. Quiet, some would say withdrawn. She knew the truth, that he was more deeply intense than anyone suspected. He didn’t wear his emotions on his sleeve for the world to see.


  “Maybe I’ll grow too attached to it,” she teased. “Not need a man anymore.” She lowered her eyelids in what she hoped looked a seductive manner. Her glass already half empty, he hadn’t made the drink as strong as she would have liked.


  “Oh, I’m not worried about that. The point I’m trying to make”—he arched an eyebrow at her, making her giggle—“is you are still married. My best friend’s wife. Regardless of our history, or what he’s done, or how justified you are, we shouldn’t compromise ourselves.”


  She took another sip. “That didn’t seem to be a problem earlier.”


  He studied his glass. “I didn’t say I didn’t want to. I’m saying we need to keep things as uncomplicated as we can, mostly for your sake, until your divorce is final. If he thinks we’re in this together—”


  “We are, aren’t we?”


  He scowled at her again, ignoring her interruption. “If he thinks we deliberately planned this, it could get real ugly, real quick. I have to work with Steve, at least for a while. We have business contracts. The smarter we handle this, even if it means sacrificing for a while, the easier it’ll be on both of us in the long run.”


  “I don’t want his money, Matt.”


  “Did I say that? He can drag things out, deposition us, and bring out a lot of things that would make you and I look pretty horrible. We can spare him his dignity, at least. Maybe I can figure a way to gracefully bow out of being his agent.”


  She drained her glass and handed it to him. “Can I have another, please?” she whispered. Drunk, schmunk. If her husband drank without provocation, wasn’t she entitled to get schnockered with the best reason of all?


  Matt finished his, took her glass, and left the bathroom.


  The ice pack had almost completely melted. She dumped it into the tub and dropped the plastic bag on the floor, running more hot water into the tub.


  He returned with fresh drinks and retook his place on the side of the tub. “You know, it’s hard to sit here and look at you lying there like that.”


  She smiled. “You said that already. That’s your choice, not mine. I already made a suggestion and you shot me down.”


  “That’s not fair and you know it.”


  “No, what’s not fair is I trusted him. I stayed with him when he was a drunk, and he told me he wanted the same things I did. I believed in him. I supported him and put up with his bullshit, and he robbed me of all the years I might have spent with you.”


  There. She’d said it. She gulped down half her drink, feeling the effects.


  “Sweetie,” he said quietly, “we’d already broken up.”


  “Yeah, but you can’t tell me we might not have got back together if I hadn’t met him.”


  “You’re right. I can’t. Yes, we might have eventually got back together. God knows no one has ever lived up to my expectations since I lost you. I’ve regretted introducing you to Steve from the moment I saw how he looked at you. I knew the second he shook your hand he’d marry you. Do you know how hard that is, watching your best friend marry the only woman you’ve ever loved and knowing you were the dumb-ass who gave her away?”


  He drained his glass in two swallows, ice rattling against the sides. She suspected he’d mixed his drinks a lot stronger than hers.


  They let the silence lie between them for several minutes. Sami finished her drink and sat up, putting her glass on the floor next to the tub. She touched his wrist. “Please?”


  He didn’t meet her eyes. “Sam, if we do—”


  “Tonight. That’s all I’m asking for is tonight. Just one night. We’ll handle the rest later. But tonight, now…” She searched for the right words. “I want to feel the peace I used to feel when I was with you.”


  He remained silent for a long time. “It’s wrong.”


  “Please?”


  He finally met her eyes. “I can’t tell you no. I never could.” Except for the one time that cost him their relationship.


  She rose to her knees and gently stroked his cheek. “Then don’t.” She kissed him.


  It felt like hours they sat there, tasting each other, remembering how it felt, the same and yet different and new. He put his glass on the floor, around the corner of the tub so he wouldn’t kick it, and turned to her, stripping off his shirt. She ran her hands over his chest, closing her eyes and breathing in his scent. He unwrapped the wet bandages from her hand and wrist, used a washcloth to sponge her flesh, kissed her hand, fighting the urge to rip Steve’s head off at the neck. The gouges were healing, but she’d have scars.


  She tried to loosen his belt, and he gently pushed her away. Instead he knelt beside the tub, cradling her in his arm. With his lips on hers, he trailed his other hand up one leg, across her belly, and around her far hip, teasing.


  She moaned at his touch. Her eyes closed and her breathing grew faster.


  If he only had one night, he wouldn’t waste it.


  She clung to his neck as she devoured his lips, nearly frantic in her desire for release. His fingers traced a slow, lingering path inside her far leg, up toward her thigh. She opened for him, ready, willing.


  Some memories don’t die. The flesh and heart and soul remember. His hands recalled every nuance of her body, every stroke, every gentle curve, and they found their way without him having to think about it. He lowered his mouth to her left breast, flicking her nipple with his tongue as his fingers slipped between her legs. Already wet, she arched her hips to meet his touch.


  He closed his eyes and savored every moment, enjoying the feel of her hands in his hair, then her nails raking across his shoulders as he brought her closer to orgasm. Making love with her had always been a joy, and his heart nearly broke at how many years it had been since he’d held her in his arms.


  Too many years.


  He moved to her right breast, teasing her nipple into a stiff nub while he slipped two fingers inside her. His thumb stroked her swollen clit. He could do this all night with her despite how his cock ached to be inside her. Minutes later she moaned, gasping as he brought her release.


  She clung to him, not wanting to let go, sobbing with emotion he knew might be in no small part due to the drinks and the day’s events rather than his skills.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve awoke with a buzzing rage in his head, voices from his dreams swirling down a dark drain as he fought his way to consciousness.


  His heart raced and he gasped. What happened?


  Another bad dream, that’s all.


  Out of the darkness, more phantom voices invaded in his brain.


  Lisa, daddy told you to come here…


  Puta!


  Poisoning whore!


  All I’m asking for is tonight.


  That last voice was Sami’s. He knew it through the very core of his being.


  “God, will this ever stop?” He squeezed his eyes shut and prayed to wake up, certain he was still dreaming.


  They never should have left Ohio. It was a horrible mistake. Everything went wrong when they came here, everything spun out of his control.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt flipped the drain handle. Nuzzling Sami’s neck, he kissed her behind the ear, making her moan again. “Do you want another drink?”


  She nodded and pressed her face against his neck.


  “You dry off, I’ll go get it.” He helped her out of the tub, and she clung to him, kissing him, reluctant to let go.


  “Okay,” she said, taking the towel he handed her. He took her glass and followed her from the bathroom. Not that he wasn’t having a hard time walking from that encounter, from the effect she had on him, but he hoped to get her drunk enough to fall asleep. He’d have to take a long, cold shower, but she might be better off in the long run, without guilt.


  Hell, then again, who was he to judge what was best for her? She was an adult.


  He made her a fresh drink and looked at the plastic grocery bag on the counter, the box of Trojans visible through the opaque plastic. He knew she’d been half joking, but he also knew how persuasive she could be.


  And how much he wanted her.


  Better safe than sorry.


  He put the condoms in his back pocket. He flattened the box and buried it in the kitchen trash. He’d empty it in the morning, before Steve came home.


  He carried her drink upstairs and found her stretched out across her bed, a playful smile lighting her face. “Why, sir, I do believe you’re trying to seduce me.”


  He laughed. Yeah, she was buzzed. “I think it’s the other way around, madam.” She sat up and took the drink from him.


  “Which way around would that be?” She rolled over on her tummy without spilling her drink and wiggled her hips at him. “This way around?”


  He fought a losing battle for control. She wasn’t the only one who’d gone months without sex.


  Try years.


  He took her drink and rolled her over, grabbing her good hand and pulling her to her feet. “Not here,” he said, serious. “Not in this room.” He pulled her to him and kissed her, backing them out of the bedroom and into the guest room.


  He set her glass on the dresser without breaking their kiss, and they worked their way to the bed. He slipped the condoms out of his pocket and put them on the bedside table.


  In for a penny, in for a pound.


  He put his arms around her and gave up all pretense of resisting, devouring her with his lips, working his way from her mouth down her neck to her breasts. She moaned, pulling his face tight against her, as he drifted lower.


  He knelt before her and pushed her thighs apart. Seconds after his lips and tongue started working on her clit, he had her gasping for breath, begging, pleading for him not to stop.


  He didn’t. He slipped two fingers inside her pussy as he wrapped his lips around her clit and lightly sucked.


  He felt the muscles of her pussy contracting around his fingers as she exploded. She held on to his shoulders as he made her come three times, hard, in quick succession. Her body trembled when he stood and lowered her to the bed to finish what he started.


  Her eyes fluttered open. “Wow,” she whispered.


  He smiled. “Wow.”


  He dropped his pants, and she pulled him closer to the bed, not letting him sit. As he twined his fingers in her hair and felt her mouth on his cock, his knees nearly buckled.


  She apparently remembered things, too. Without hesitation her tongue circled the head of his cock, exactly as he remembered. She gently flicked the underside of his head, in the sensitive spot there that she’d always taken great pleasure in tormenting when giving him head. With one hand she held the base of his cock, and with the other she cupped his sac.


  She stopped short of giving him release. She pulled him onto the bed and rolled on top of him, pinning him, teasing him, forcing him to cool down to a slow simmer.


  He gave in, letting her remind him of all the nights they’d spent exploring each others’ bodies, learning ways to make the other moan.


  He heard a rustling noise. In seconds, she had the condom on him and he easily slid his cock inside her. She was more than ready.


  He gasped, resting his hands on her hips and thrusting up to meet her. They were both a few pounds heavier but still fit perfectly. She leaned forward, still in control, kissing him. His hands caressed her breasts, and he played with her nipples while she set a slow, steady rhythm that even this close to the brink would keep him simmering for a while.


  He slipped a hand between them, finding the spot he knew would melt her, rubbing her clit and wanting to feel her come around his cock. She moaned. In a few minutes he felt her contract around him, knowing she’d come again.


  He rolled her over and thrust while she wrapped her arms and legs around him and held on, increasing in tempo and force until he exploded inside her and he added his cries to hers, pulling her hips tightly against him while he crested the waves of his climax.


  They collapsed, breathless. “Wow,” he whispered. Had it always been that good? What kind of idiot let a woman like this get away? He’d father twenty, fifty kids with her if she wanted them.


  Jesus, I’m a moron.


  “Wow,” she echoed, kissing him. “I’ve never stopped loving you, Matt.”


  He propped himself up on one elbow so he could look into her eyes. “I’ve never stopped loving you either.”


  She wiggled free and disappeared, returning with a towel.


  “Kind of a buzzkill, I know,” she said.


  He nodded, lay there with his eyes closed. A moment later he realized she was doing more than cleaning up and responded.


  She slipped another condom onto his cock. This time he started on top, slow and gentle, with long, deep thrusts. He knew she might not be able to come again, but he wanted to feel her body as long as he could for tonight.


  He didn’t know how long it might be until they could be together again.


  He took his time, nibbling her shoulder and smiling when she still responded the same way. Memories flooded back, nights he’d tried not to think about for so long.


  He wished he hadn’t wasted so many years.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt fit her perfectly, like two halves of a whole. Sami never felt like this with Steve. Yes, Steve was a courteous lover and always satisfied her. For her part, she never felt the fire, the passion she’d shared with Matt.


  “God, I missed you,” she whispered.


  Their rhythm was perfectly synced. Even if she didn’t climax again, she enjoyed feeling his cock fill her pussy, being a part of her.


  He slowed his pace and his hand once again slid between their bodies. She gasped as he stroked her clit with his finger. He somehow managed to slow his thrusts and hold back, wanting to come with her. She felt every stroke as the muscles of her pussy grabbed at his cock.


  He looked down into her eyes, and she knew that, no matter what, she wouldn’t let him walk out of her life again.


  As he felt her start to climax, he picked up the pace of his thrusts, enjoying the feel of sinking his cock deep inside her. While his timing wasn’t perfect, it was close enough.


  She was slower to reach for the towel that time. He cradled her, nuzzling her neck and kissing her shoulder. “I’m not letting you get away again, Sam. You know that, right?”


  “Who says I want to get away?”


  If there were any noises from the hall or attic that night, they didn’t hear them.


  Matt awoke around dawn to the sensation of her wonderfully warm mouth engulfing his cock. His fingers gently fisted her hair, and she lifted her head.


  “Good morning. I didn’t think you’d ever wake up.”


  “I thought we agreed it was only going to be last night until you’re divorced,” he said with a smile and wishing he hadn’t interrupted her.


  “There’s still one condom left. Why waste it?”


  He couldn’t argue with that logic.


  
Chapter Twenty-Nine


   


  They took a long shower and used all the hot water. Then she perched on the side of the tub in the guest bathroom and watched him shave. He still used an electric razor, the same brand.


  He smiled at her in the mirror. “Did you sleep okay?” The bump on her forehead was visible, but not as bad as he feared.


  She nodded. “Wish we didn’t have to get up.”


  They looked at each other and giggled, both catching the unintended double entendre.


  She hugged him from behind. “God, I missed this. I missed you, I missed our talks, I missed our banter. All of it.”


  He turned to face her, serious. “You realize you’re going to have to put on one hell of an act. You can’t let him see you looking at me like that, or joking with me, or touching me, or any of that stuff. Not just you, me, too.” He looked at her, reaching out and stroking her hair. “God, it’s hard for me to keep my hands off you.” He kissed her, and she playfully shoved him.


  “Finish shaving. Your face is like sandpaper.”


  “I’m serious. We have to pretend this didn’t happen. I have to be the concerned best friend. You have to be the loving but distanced wife. It’ll be easier for you, because you have a damn good reason to be distant, and he expects it. I have to pretend like nothing’s changed. You can’t go around sneaking longing looks or playful winks. I’m not that good an actor. We’re not playing a friendly game of tennis, we have to pretend we’re just friends.”


  “But now he knows we used to sleep together.”


  “We don’t know that. He might not know what was in the file. You said he was sleepwalking, maybe he was sleepwriting.” He checked his watch. “Which reminds me, you need to get moving.”


  “What about you?”


  “I never printed the file. I need to copy it to my laptop, along with the others, so I can read them later. Plus I want to delete that section so maybe if he doesn’t remember reading it, or if he didn’t read it, it won’t be there for him to find. Not to mention I need to do something with his desk.”


  “It’s not like he won’t notice it’s gone.”


  “I’ll move your desk into his office and put your laptop on the dining room table for now. I need to get the pieces of his desk out of the yard so he doesn’t see you did a Jack Nicholson on it. That would be pretty hard to explain. We’ll tell him there were termites and the ‘exterminator’ said it had to go.”


  She nodded. “That’s good. I can work with that.”


  “Plus I need to seal that secret room in the closet. We can’t tell him about any of this for now. It needs to be business as usual until Julie gets back to us with a plan.”


  He kissed her once more, deep and longingly. “That’s the last one, for now. Okay?”


  She sighed. “Okay.”


  “Get moving. It’s nearly nine. You’ll have to leave soon. Boy Genius will wonder what happened.”


  “What do I tell him about you?”


  “Tell him the truth. I had a hard time getting up. And I needed to do some work.”


  She started to reply, caught the intended barb, and playfully swatted him. “You said I couldn’t do that.”


  “I’m sorry. Last one.” His face grew serious again. “Seriously, we have to pull this off.”


  She nodded. “I know.”


  Sami finished the dishes while deep in thought. Steve had once commented, positively, about a passionate love scene in one of her books. She thanked him, but inside she fought tears, remembering the night she lived the scene in real life with Matt years earlier.


  Matt had skirted the issue, thanking her for the trip down memory lane even though he needed a cold shower after reading it. She had hoped for more of a reaction from him. Perhaps hoping he’d ask her to leave Steve and come back to him? Wishful thinking on her part.


  She fed the horses and left for the hospital.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt finished dressing and, using the password Sami gave him, copied all of Steve’s document files, remembering to delete the sections of text relating to their relationship. There was still some pretty freaky stuff. Nothing to do with them, though.


  Then he moved Sami’s desk into Steve’s office, trying to replace everything as closely as possible. The desk might be different, but he didn’t want to be an asshole. Their story was he helped Sami move the desk, and she would make sure his things were as close to the same place as possible.


  Turning around to survey the office, he spotted Julie’s handkerchief on the bookcase.


  “Dammit.” He didn’t want to touch the watch, but he couldn’t leave it there either. And that reminded him to fix the closet. He put the watch in a drawer in his room and stopped in the upstairs hall. There was something else…what was it?


  He thought and looked up. The digital recorder was where Sami left it in the middle of the attic floor. It had shut off automatically when the memory filled. He put it with the watch and returned to Steve’s office to fix the hidden panel.


  It wasn’t perfect, but as long as Steve wasn’t crawling around in there with a flashlight, it would be okay for now.


  Matt put a few boxes and other things in the closet and pushed them against the back wall. That would work. Steve wouldn’t be able to move anything for at least a few days. Matt wished they’d removed the whiskey. There just wasn’t enough time.


  Matt listened to the news while he worked. An early tropical depression was trying to form in the Gulf of Mexico off the coast of Florida. No telling what, if anything, would develop, but the weatherman advised viewers to pay attention.


  Matt removed all evidence of their encounter from the house. He carefully hunted down every scrap in the bedroom, making the bed, throwing out the garbage, almost missing her glass on his dresser. That reminded him—the vodka bottle was still on the kitchen counter. He hid it in his luggage. Downstairs, he gathered all the trash and put it in the back of his SUV. He wasn’t sure the desk would fit but once he put the backseat down, he wrestled all the pieces in.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve woke when the nurse checked his vitals.


  “So, do I get to blow this pop stand today?” he asked.


  She looked old enough to be his mother. “I don’t care to know that much about your personal life,” she quipped, and it took Steve a moment to catch her meaning.


  He chuckled, wincing at the pain. “You’re good.”


  “You’ll never know, sparky.” She winked, checking his chart. “But yes, you might get to go home today, from the looks of your lab work. Dr. Smith will be here in a while to check you over and make the final decision. Did you need to call your wife?”


  “She should be here soon.”


  “You can sponge off in the shower if you promise not to get the incision wet. I can get you some towels.”


  “Don’t feel like helping me?”


  She shook her head. “You couldn’t handle me, sport.” She walked out, leaving him laughing. He realized laughing hurt.


  She returned minutes later with towels and stood by while he gingerly climbed out of bed. Once she knew he wasn’t going to fall or pass out, she left him alone.


  The hot water felt good. He sat on the folding seat in the shower and carefully washed. He felt like he’d been in the hospital years instead of days. It would be strange going home.


  Not to mention it would be strange dealing with Sami. Would she even want to stay? He wasn’t sure she would come, despite what he’d told the nurse. Maybe she’d send Matt to get him, too angry to face him herself.


  He’d have to wait and see.


  It surprised Steve when Sami walked in.


  He spied the bump on her forehead immediately. “What happened?”


  She touched it. Did she appear jumpy? No, it had to be his imagination. If she acted jumpy, it was probably because of how he’d behaved.


  “I was in the basement moving stuff around and whacked my head on the stairs.”


  “It looks painful.”


  “It’s okay. I put ice on it last night.”


  “Where’s Matt?”


  “At the house. He said he had work to catch up on. How are you feeling?”


  “A lot better. I had a pretty good night last night, they tell me.”


  “That’s right, he did.” Dr. Smith appeared in the doorway, a nurse in tow. He carried Steve’s chart. “I think we can let him go home, but we’ll need to arrange for a home care nurse to administer the medicine.


  “Sami can do it,” Steve said. “She’s used to giving horse injections.”


  “Are you comparing yourself to a horse?” Dr. Smith asked.


  “No, but I’ve been acting like a horse’s ass.”


  Sami smiled. “If someone will show me what needs to be done, I can manage.”


  The nurse spent a half hour showing her how to flush the port and administer the medicine. Dr. Smith went over the discharge instructions, wrote prescriptions, and handed the paperwork to the nurse. “I want to see you on Friday, Steve. Come to my office around nine.”


  Sami nodded. “I’ll have him there.”


  Steve dressed. Still felt sore, but the pain felt different. Only the surgical site hurt now, whereas before it felt like his whole gut was on fire. That must have been the infection. The nurse pushed his wheelchair to the front door and waited while Sami brought the truck around.


  “Your wife is a writer, too?” she asked, trying to make conversation.


  “Yes. I think she’s better than me, personally. But if you tell her I said that, I’ll deny it,” he joked.


  “Still, she must like that you’re successful.”


  “She’d probably enjoy it a lot more if I wasn’t such a pain in the ass and hard to live with.”


  “That’s not a problem reserved for famous writers, Mr. Corey, believe me. There are plenty of men out there who are pains in the ass who aren’t famous writers.”


  “Yeah, but they aren’t married to my wife. I hope I didn’t screw things up too much.”


  “Well, if you want my advice, you can’t undo what’s been done, whatever it was. Apologize, move forward, and quit doing it.”


  “I hope it’s that easy.”


  “She’s here, isn’t she? That’s a step in the right direction.” Sami pulled the truck alongside.


  “Yeah, but for how long?” he said low enough only the nurse could hear.


   


  * * * *


   


  It took Matt a few minutes to unload at the Dumpster. His cell rang as he returned to the house.


  “The prisoner’s been sprung!” Steve sounded like his old, happy self.


  “That’s great.” Matt hoped he sounded normal. “You on your way back?”


  “We’ve got to fill some prescriptions, and then we’re homeward bound.”


  Matt smiled in spite of himself. Steve wasn’t a bad guy. Matt still considered him his friend. But with the situation’s seismic shift it would be difficult for him to pretend nothing had changed.


  Much less maintain their friendship once Sami filed for divorce.


  “You’ve had enough time off,” Matt joked. “Get back to work.”


  Steve laughed. “That’s just like you, making sure the cash cow gets milked.” This was a running joke between them. “Guess what?”


  “You’ve figured out your next three-book deal?”


  Steve laughed again. “No. We’re buying the house. It’s my anniversary present to Sami.”


  Matt didn’t remember the rest of the conversation. He felt like he’d been kicked in the gut.


  Their anniversary. How could he forget? He didn’t know how he faked a smile for the wedding photos.


  Well, at least it’s their last one, Matt thought.


  As long as Sami didn’t change her mind.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve was all smiles as he carefully climbed the porch stairs. Matt met him at the top. “Good to see you up and around, man.”


  Steve nodded. “Good to be up and around! The way I felt, I’m glad to be home.” Matt spied the IV port taped to the inside of Steve’s forearm. He knew the worst might be over for now, but it wasn’t far away.


  Sami was on the steps below Steve, carrying bags from the drugstore. Matt held the front door open for Steve. Sami caught Matt’s eye for a brief moment before looking away. She looked like he felt—sick to his stomach.


  This wasn’t going to be easy.


  Steve settled on the couch, and Pog padded out of the kitchen into the living room to greet him. “Hey, boy, Poggy-woggy, how you doing!” He was too caught up in greeting the dog to see Sami’s astonished look.


  “How?” she whispered to Matt as she walked through the kitchen doorway.


  Matt shrugged. “I guess it must have worked,” he whispered back, taking the bags.


  “Sami, please bring me that paperwork the Realtor left.”


  She shot Matt one last look and took the folder into the living room.


  Matt did his best to eavesdrop on their conversation while he unpacked the groceries. Sami sat next to Steve, the dutiful wife. Matt was anxious to get her alone and find out what happened when she picked Steve up.


  Steve talked on the phone with the Realtor.


  “…Yes, that’s right, I said we’ll be paying cash for it…No, I won’t agree to that. Look, I’ll give them seven hundred thousand, cash, if they’ll take the clause out of the contract, but this is a one-time offer with a very short expiration date, take it or leave it…Okay, you do that. I’ll be at this number. If we can do this early enough today, I can have my bank issue a wire transfer and have the funds available by tomorrow, Thursday at the latest…No, I’m not interested in a home inspection. I’ll sign a waiver. We’ve been here long enough to know we want the house…Look, whatever it takes to get this paperwork done and finalized no later than Friday. I don’t care what it costs, get it done…Thank you.”


  Steve hung up and looked at Sami. “I want the house in your name. This is my present to you. I’ve put you through a lot lately, especially over the past couple of weeks. I want you to have this.”


  “Steve, you don’t have—”


  Steve laid a finger on her lips. Matt fought the urge to rip it off at the knuckle and feed it to him.


  “I know I don’t have to. I feel I owe it to you. And I know there’s a good chance I’ve screwed up beyond hope, but I want this for you.”


  Matt looked away and realized he was crushing a package of gauze dressing. He dropped it, taking a deep breath.


  Yes, this was going to be very difficult.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami returned to the kitchen and organized Steve’s medicine and other supplies. She had to administer several doses of IV antibiotics over the next three days, and after that the doctor would evaluate Steve to see if more was needed. He was due for a pain pill. She found it and poured him a glass of juice.


  Matt fixed a sandwich on the other end of the counter. He didn’t look at Sami. She forced herself to leave and take the medicine to Steve.


  “Here you go.”


  “Thanks, hon.” He swallowed the pill and handed the glass back to her. “Would you mind if I camped out on the couch?”


  “Of course not. I’ll get you a pillow and blanket.”


  It was a relief to know she wouldn’t have to share a bed with him that night. She handed him the remote, and he found the noon news on an Orlando station. She took the glass into the kitchen and Matt looked at her. They exchanged a brief glance before she went to get the bedding.


  Matt carried his lunch into the living room. “How long do you have that?” He motioned to the IV port.


  “Only a couple of days. They want to make sure the infection is gone for good. Dr. Smith said they didn’t often see a case as bad as mine. I’m lucky Sami got me to the hospital. If she hadn’t, the infection might have killed me.”


  Sami returned with pillows and a light blanket. “Do you want your computer?”


  He shook his head. “Not right now. Maybe later. Sami told me the exterminator said my desk had termites?”


  Matt nodded. “I took it to the Dumpster already.”


  “I’m surprised the rest of the house wasn’t infested.”


  “Like I said,” Sami interjected, “they found a little minor damage, but it was old.”


  “Oh, well, it was an ugly desk anyway, not very practical,” Steve admitted. “But what are you going to do for a desk?”


  “I’ll use the dining room table. Next time I go to town, I’ll get another.”


  “Maybe Matt can go, too? Help you get it home,” Steve suggested.


  Matt nodded. “Sure. I don’t mind.”


  “Have you had a tour of the park yet?” Steve asked him.


  “Haven’t had time. Sam said it’s a neat place.”


  “Hey, Sami, why don’t you take him riding today?”


  Sami tried to read Steve’s gaze. It was difficult to remember her perceptions had shifted, not Steve’s. He most likely had no clue anything had changed between her and Matt, but now she searched every nuance of Steve’s voice and manner to discover hints regarding his intentions.


  “Steve, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Matt might not like to ride.”


  That was a lie. Matt had taught her how to ride. And the first time they made love was after an evening ride…


  No, I won’t think about that!


  “Besides, I don’t want to leave you alone,” she said. “I’d rather wait until you’re feeling better.” And keep you out of the booze.


  Steve waved her objections away. “I’ll be fine. Once this pill kicks in, I’ll be out like a light for a couple of hours. And you can take your cell phone. If I have any problems, I’ll call. Go on, I’ll be okay.”


  Sami wasn’t so sure. “It can wait until tomorrow.”


  “They said on TV we might get heavy rain off the Gulf. If you wait, you might not have good weather until the weekend, and you know what that’s like. Seriously, go.”


  She knew from the set of his jaw he was determined she have a good time whether she liked it or not.


  “I won’t win, will I?”


  Steve grinned and shook his head. “Nope.”


  The phone rang, and she answered it, handed it to Steve. “It’s the real estate agent.”


  She made Steve and herself lunch. She wasn’t hungry. It was something to do to appear normal. Matt started to follow her with his empty plate, but when Steve motioned for him to stay, Matt returned to his chair.


  Steve talked to the agent, then said, “Hold on a minute,” and covered the receiver with his hand. To Matt, “How’s your real estate law?”


  Matt’s convoluted path to becoming a literary agent started with his law degree and first job with a firm specializing in copyright law.


  Matt shrugged. “If it’s a standard real estate contract, it shouldn’t be difficult.”


  Steve flashed him a thumbs-up. “Can you have it sent over today?…Great! I’ll call my bank as soon as I get off the phone…Yes, tomorrow at three will be fantastic. Just put a map in with the paperwork…Wonderful, see you then.” He hung up and clapped his hands. “Sami!”


  She stuck her head out of the kitchen, alarmed. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing!” He laughed. “Tomorrow at three we sign the papers. They’ll send them over today so Matt can look at them. Can you get me my address book? I need to call the bank and arrange for the money to be wired.”


  She retrieved it, wondering if buying the property would make the situation better—or worse.


  “What clause were you trying to get them to drop?” Matt asked.


  “They changed their mind when I offered them more money. The agent isn’t stupid—that meant a larger commission.” Steve took the address book from Sami. “Thank you.”


  He looked at Matt. “Apparently, the owner wanted to keep the right of first refusal to get the property back. They said the owner usually insists on owner financing instead of purchasing outright. I offered them extra to take the clause out. If Sami ever wants to sell, I want her to be able to do it without any restrictions.” Steve located the number and dialed, leaving Matt to chew on his friend’s peculiar wording.


  If Sami ever wants to sell. Not we—Sami. As if Steve somehow already sensed he was losing her.


  Steve finished his calls and relaxed on the couch, the medicine taking effect. Sami set his sandwich on the coffee table and pulled it close enough he could reach it. Pog eyed it, drooling, until she ordered the dog back to the kitchen.


  “Thanks, babe.” Steve caught her hand, squeezing it.


  Matt swallowed a wave of jealously and thought Sami winced. She obviously didn’t want Steve touching her.


  Steve missed it entirely. “A courier will bring the contract by this afternoon. You can go through it, and we’ll all go to their office tomorrow for the signing. This is great!”


  Matt thought Sami looked like it was anything but great.


  “That’s good they can do it so quickly.” She was a good actor. That almost sounded normal.


  Steve picked at his sandwich. “If you guys don’t go soon, the afternoon rains might start. Better get going.”


  
Chapter Thirty


   


  Matt changed into jeans. Sami was grooming Jeff when he reached the barn. “What the hell was that about?” he asked. “Wanting us to take a ride? How is that supposed to help us act normal?” He took the brush from her and finished while she caught Mutt.


  “I don’t know. It wasn’t my idea. He seems bound and determined to send us on errands alone together.” She tied Mutt and started grooming him.


  Matt saddled Jeff and adjusted the stirrups. “I feel like I’m going to jump out of my skin around him. Maybe I should take off after you sign the papers tomorrow. I can get a room in Tampa—”


  “No!” Her ferocity startled him. He looked at her over the horse’s back. “You are not leaving!”


  “Sweetheart, I can’t stay here forever. And I do have business in Tampa.”


  She shook her head violently. “I will not stay here alone in this house with him, do you hear me?”


  “Calm down.” Matt worried about her, concerned she couldn’t pull off the charade. “Give everything a few days to settle. You’ll feel better.”


  “I won’t feel better until the divorce is final.”


  “Sam, you said you could do this.”


  “I didn’t know how hard it would be.” Her eyes glistened, and she angrily brushed the back of her hand across them, throwing the curry comb into the box, spooking both horses.


  “Sam!” The force of his voice startled her. “Sam,” he said again, gently, “you can do it. I have faith in you.”


  She studied him for a moment before reaching for another brush. “I hope you have enough faith for both of us.”


   


  * * * *


   


  She led the way to the main road before turning north toward the campground. They let the horses race, and in a few minutes it was easy to forget Steve dozing on the couch at home. She showed him the lake. Matt charged ahead down the hills and up again.


  “That’s fun!” He laughed, patting Jeff on the neck. “God, these are great trails!”


  She led the way to the top of the ridge where they enjoyed the view. “Be careful of the cable,” she said, pointing it out.


  “That would be nasty to get tangled in. I’m surprised they haven’t removed it.”


  “Bikes probably don’t have any problems with it.”


  The surface of the lake lay still below them. With few bikes in the park, the sounds of birds and the breeze stirring the trees provided a soothing soundtrack.


  “Why did you let me go?” she quietly asked.


  “What?”


  She turned in the saddle to face him. “Why didn’t you fight for me to stay?”


  Matt looked away. He’d asked himself the same question on too many sleepless nights. “You wanted me to promise you something I couldn’t at the time. I didn’t want you to leave, but I wasn’t going to lie and tell you what you wanted to hear just to keep you. If you wanted me to fight for you…I’m sorry, but I’m not a mind reader.”


  She was silent for a few minutes. “I almost walked out of the church before the wedding,” she admitted.


  He met her gaze. “Why didn’t you say something?”


  “Steve needed me. I didn’t think you needed me.”


  “I didn’t need you. I wanted you.” She said nothing. “Sam, I’ve always loved you, I told you that. I didn’t want anyone but you. You’ll never know how hard it was for me not to speak up when the preacher asked if anyone had objections.”


  They sat there for a few minutes. Sami broke the silence. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “For wasting so many years.”


  He touched her hand. “It’s what you needed.” He gently turned her face to his. Leaning in the saddle, he kissed her. “I am a complete person. I don’t need someone else to make me whole. Steve did. I won’t deny you probably saved his life. But I want you by my side. I want you to be my wife. I think that’s more important, to be wanted, not needed. If you want me to fight for you I will, but you have to tell me that’s what you want.”


  She nodded. “That’s what I want.”


   


  * * * *


   


  An hour into the ride, they turned west and followed the park’s outer fence south. She pointed. “That’s the back road to our house.” They continued south.


  “Where did you hear the voices?”


  She stiffened, her whole body tense. “We’d have to go back to the cemetery and start from there.”


  “Let’s do it.”


  “I don’t want Steve to see us.”


  “Steve’s probably zonked out on the couch.”


  “Yeah, but if Pog sees us, he’ll bark.”


  “Good point. Is there another way?”


  “Let’s backtrack from the day-use area. I need to pick up the mail anyway.” She urged Mutt into a canter. Matt followed. At the gatehouse, Matt held her reins while she dismounted and went inside.


  It took Sami a few minutes to find the trail. Once she did, she remembered the way. They located the clearing.


  “I don’t see anything,” Matt said.


  “Neither did I. It’s what I heard.”


  They dismounted and stood there listening while the horses grazed.


  Nothing.


  From the distance, they heard traffic sounds on the interstate, and one of the few bikes in the park. No screams, no crying.


  “I guess it’s too much to expect it to happen when we want,” Matt said, swinging up on Jeff’s back. “Can you show me the cemetery?”


  She led the way.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve watched them ride off. Hopefully he’d have at least an hour.


  It looked like they tried to arrange the desk close to the way he’d had it. He appreciated it, but he had a mission.


  He logged into his computer and found the file he had open when he passed out. He wanted to know if he’d truly gone crazy or if it had been a fever-induced delirium. The file was as he remembered it, except without references to Sami and Matt.


  He let out a huge sigh of relief and closed the document. Then, he started to delete it, and noticed the last save time in the details.


  That morning.


  His finger paused in midair. The time was early, before Sami arrived at the hospital. It could have been her.


  Or Matt.


  The familiar rage buzzed. He closed his eyes against it. No, he wouldn’t do this. He would not give in to it.


  Out of the darkness, he heard the voice.


  Poisonous whore!


  “No!”


  Gonna teach you and those kids a lesson!


  Steve slammed the laptop shut and backed away, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. God, he needed a drink! He tasted the whiskey…


  No!


  He closed his eyes and shook his head to clear it. No. He never drank whiskey before.


  No.


  But it tasted so good all the way down.


  “No!”


  The desk—but it wasn’t there. What was it about the desk? There was something…


  He tried to put his finger on it, bring it into focus, and couldn’t. So many hours shut up in here, so many lost hours. Time he couldn’t account for.


  Like when he’d been drinking.


  The basement!


  The thought gave him hope. He started down the hall, then hesitated.


  What was in the basement?


  He thought long and hard. Something in the basement…


  Jesus, I’m so confused!


  He turned back to the stairway to the second floor. He put a steadying hand on the banister and looked up the stairs. Well aware of the pain it would cause, he slowly mounted the steps, one at a time. Midway up he paused, expecting something…but nothing happened.


  In the master bedroom he stood in the doorway and studied the room. The bed was made, missing the pillows on his side, the iron frame looking as it normally did. The third dresser drawer was minus the knob. He spotted it on top of the dresser and picked it up, thinking he might fix it.


  A vision hit him. She tripped and Matt caught her. Sami standing there in her yellow Sandusky T-shirt, the one they got at the park two years earlier when they went for the weekend, the one she liked because it was so huge on her. They looked at each other and she kissed him…


  Steve’s eyes snapped open and he dropped the knob.


  “No!”


  Good drugs combined with a very overactive imagination.


  He would not give in to this. It wasn’t happening.


  Steve backed toward the doorway. He needed to lie down on the sofa, and go to sleep.


  A vision appeared, a naked woman with curly red hair, tied to the bed, fear in her eyes—


  “No!” He squeezed his eyes shut. “It is not there. It is not real!” Steve opened his eyes and the vision had disappeared. He let out a breath. Just really good drugs and a really vivid imagination.


  Instead of going downstairs he went to the guest room, where the door stood ajar. Nothing out of the ordinary here either. Matt’s things lay on the dresser. Loose change, his Ohio keys, a couple of grocery store receipts.


  No visions.


  Steve felt stupid. What did I expect? He pulled the door shut behind him and went to the guest bathroom. Nothing out of the ordinary.


  He walked in and used the toilet. Washing his hands, he turned to look for a towel and spotted the glass on the floor behind the tub.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt shivered when they entered the clearing. He felt the air almost perceptibly change. “Do you feel that?” he asked.


  She nodded. “It feels like the house did before Julie did the first ritual.”


  “I wonder if it always felt like this, or if whatever was in the house is now out here?”


  “Better out here than in there.”


  He shook his head. “Yeah, but we don’t want it going back into the house, either.”


  “Good point.”


  “Any idea where the well is?” he asked.


  “No. Not sure what it’s supposed to look like.”


  They picked a trail and slowly worked their way back to the house. They crossed another access road that was little more than a firebreak and spotted a forestry pickup truck parked a few yards away.


  “Hey, let’s ask him,” Sami said.


  “There’s no way it could be that easy.”


  Tom Jenkins was dragging a fallen tree limb off the path when they rode up.


  Sami introduced Matt. “Tom, I was wondering about something. I’ve been doing research on the house’s history. Do you know where the old well is?”


  Tom removed his gloves. “Why on earth would you want to know that?”


  “Research. I’d like to see it, if possible.”


  Tom looked from Sami to Matt and back again. “Not much to see,” he said. “I’ve spent a lot of years making sure no one knew where the damn thing was. Too many people wanting to hunt down mysteries. Some people are downright gruesome, like those idiots who think Charles Manson’s a neat guy.”


  “Tom, I assure you, we won’t advertise the location.”


  He considered. “I don’t suppose it’ll do any harm to show you. It’s not far. Follow me.” He climbed in his truck, and they trailed him nearly all the way to the main road. He parked and motioned to an overgrown trail where several large branches blocked the way. “I did that deliberately, on the other end, too. This trail got too close. Trail goes unused long enough, it gets overgrown. People don’t ride it because they always have to duck or get swatted off their bike, or stuff grows in the trail and hides it. You can’t go in on horseback. Tie them to my bumper, they’ll be okay. We’ll be right back.”


  They followed as he picked his way around the makeshift blockade. A deep layer of pine needles and leaves blanketed the trail. Small saplings had sprouted in some places. In others, palmetto bushes were taking over, forcing them to pick their way around. In a few years, the trail would be totally erased.


  “The cemetery is that way.” He pointed. “About one hundred yards. Keep an eye out for snakes, there’s rattlers in the park.” He climbed around another, much older, blockade of branches, and pushed his way through a palmetto thicket. They came across a cluster of three very tall slash pines, larger than most in the park. About eight feet up, each tree bore a blackened, V-shaped gash. “Cat marks,” he explained. “Turpentine. They used to harvest the pitch from the trees, sort of like they do to get maple syrup up north. Run by the mine when it was still here. There’s not many trees left in the park with cat marks on them. These trees are old.”


  The three trees bordered a small, bare depression. Tom knelt and brushed away a deep blanket of pine needles. Beneath it lay a crude concrete disk, a loop of steel rod embedded in the top.


  It looked heavy. Sami wondered how they’d get it open. Maybe Julie won’t need to get into the well.


  “Probably two hundred pounds, at least,” Tom said, answering Sami’s unspoken question. “Head office wouldn’t let them seal it permanently. Groundwater studies, they said. Had to keep it accessible. Not that anyone’s opened it since they laid the cover. My grandfather oversaw it himself.”


  “When was that?” Sami asked.


  Tom scratched his chin. “Within a year or two after Lisa Prescott was killed. Right around in there sometime.” Matt helped him re-cover the well. “Like I said, not much to see.”


  “Thank you for your time, we appreciate it,” Sami said, untying the horses back at the truck.


  “No problem. How’s your husband?”


  “He’s home from the hospital. He’s still in pain, but that’s to be expected.”


  The ranger nodded. “Give him my best. Well, have a good day.” He drove off and they mounted.


  “That was easier than I thought,” Matt quipped, following her to the main park road.


  “Sometimes, the easiest solution is the obvious one. Can you remember how to get back there?”


  “Yeah. You?”


  She nodded. “I think so. I can look for those trees.” She turned and pointed behind them. Sure enough, Matt spotted the tops of the three trees.


  “Good idea.”


  A frazzled-looking young woman in a small compact car pulled alongside them on the main road. “Can you help me? I’m looking for the Corey residence.”


  “I’m Samantha Corey. That little car doesn’t like the dirt road, does it?”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t think I’d make it, at first. I hope getting out is easier. Can I give you the paperwork?”


  “Sure. It’ll save you having to drive to the house.” The girl handed her a thick, heavy, legal-size manila envelope.


  “I appreciate it.”


  “No problem.” They watched the girl struggle to turn the car around. Luck smiled on her, as it was a fairly firm stretch. She made it.


  Sami tucked the envelope into her backpack and checked the time. “I didn’t realize how late it was. We’d better get back.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve stared at the glass. No problem. Sami liked to soak in this tub. Nothing unusual about that. She probably brought it up here and forgot it after her bath.


  He picked it up. It looked like watery orange juice.


  He sniffed. Curious, he tasted. Orange juice, soda water, and—


  He wheeled around and spit it into the sink, dumping it, nearly dropping the glass.


  Vodka.


  Shit.


  A very strong drink. He swore he saw a flash out of the darkness, a brief mental snapshot of Sami floating in the tub, Matt sitting on the edge—


  His imagination again. He could convince himself he was Frosty the Snowman if he tried hard enough. Dammit, he had to get downstairs, he needed sleep. He felt his forehead. Was it warm? Was he feverish? Almost time for another IV dose, wasn’t it?


  His mouth watered. God, he could use a drink!


  “NO!” he yelled at his reflection in the mirror over the sink. “I am not going to drink again!” It was bad enough betraying Sami’s trust all these years, lying to her. He would stay sober this time.


  For real.


  He grabbed the glass, went downstairs, and set it in the kitchen sink. Pog had eaten the remains of his sandwich. That was okay, he wasn’t hungry anyway.


  He put the plate in the sink and opened the fridge. There had to be something, anything, to take the taste out of his mouth. He didn’t want to go back upstairs right now.


  The bottle of soda water sat on the shelf next to the carton of orange juice.


  He slammed the fridge door and rifled the pantry. He found a bag of chocolate mints, and ate several of those, tossing the wrappers in the garbage.


  He thought about taking another sedative, but it was too soon. It would knock him out, that’s for sure.


  He needed sleep. That’s what he needed. Then Sami would return and give him his medicine, and he’d feel better. He knew his face felt warm. He had to be feverish again.


  He channel surfed, settling on the Weather Channel. He distracted himself with the tropical update——they expected the blob in the Gulf to become an early tropical storm in the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. They warned Florida’s residents to stay tuned for updates from the National Hurricane Center.


  He closed his eyes and yawned. Sleep. That’s what I need. He’d ask Matt to get plywood for the windows tomorrow before they went for the closing. Hopefully they wouldn’t need it. Better safe than sorry…


  Steve finally drifted off to sleep.


   


  * * * *


   


  Pog looked up but didn’t make a sound when Sami walked in. Steve lay sound asleep on the sofa where they’d left him. He was due for his next IV dose, and she prepared everything before waking him.


  He smiled. “Did you have a good ride?”


  She nodded. “We ran into the courier. She gave me the paperwork.” She handed it to him.


  He leafed through it. He tried to ignore what she did while she flushed his port. “Where’s Matt?”


  “Taking care of the horses. I wanted to start your meds.” She hooked up the small bag of IV fluid and added the dose of medicine. “Damn, I need to hang this.” She looked around and spotted the gooseneck floor lamp. “Hold on.” She unplugged it and moved it behind the couch and snapped the plastic clip around one of the lamp’s arms. “There, that’ll work for now.”


  He looked at it. “Nothing like shining light on a situation?”


  She laughed. Steve had a good sense of humor. Too bad he waited so long for his attitude adjustment.


  “We should get some plywood tomorrow,” he said.


  “Huh?”


  He pointed at the TV. “That stuff in the Gulf might become a tropical storm. We don’t have any plywood.”


  “Most of the storms don’t hit. My parents never boarded up. Usually it’s stiff breezes and lots of rain, especially this far inland. If we lived closer to the coast, then I’d worry.”


  “I still think we should be prepared.”


  “This place is what, almost a hundred years old? It’s gone through quite a lot without being boarded up.”


  “Humor me, please? Let’s get the stuff in case we need to board up.”


  “Again with the ‘we’ stuff. You aren’t doing anything. You are going to sit on this couch. You are not ripping those stitches out again.”


  He stuck his tongue out at her. “Humor me?”


  She sighed. “I’ll go tomorrow morning.”


  “Matt can go with you.”


  “I can go by myself,” she insisted.


  “You’ll need help loading it.”


  “They’ll load it for me, Steve—”


  “Just take him with you.”


  She didn’t feel good leaving Steve alone in the house with the whiskey. “I don’t want to leave you alone that long. And maybe Matt doesn’t want to go with me. I’m sure he has other things he’d rather do.”


  “Like what?” Matt asked. Neither heard Matt come in through the kitchen. Sami had used the leftover spray lube on the screen door, quieting it. Matt stood in the kitchen doorway. “Go where?”


  “Will you please tell my stubborn wife you don’t mind going with her to get plywood tomorrow?” Steve asked.


  Matt shrugged. “I don’t mind.”


  “See? He doesn’t mind.”


  She glared at Matt. This wasn’t helping. “Then why don’t I send Matt to the store?”


  “Because you have to pay for it.” Steve smirked, knowing he had her over a barrel.


  She sighed. “All right. But if you get sick while I’m gone tomorrow, it’s straight back to the hospital.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” As if to punctuate this statement, a crack of thunder boomed, followed by rain pelting the tin roof.


  Matt glanced out the front windows. “It looked like it might rain. I put the horses in the barn.”


  “Thanks, Matt.” Sami stormed into the kitchen to start dinner.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve felt a small weight lift. There couldn’t be anything going on between them. If there was, she’d jump at the chance to be alone with Matt. He’d had to talk her into taking Matt to Tampa, out riding, and then this.


  What more proof do I need?


  He already felt better since his nap, and he was sure his skin didn’t feel as warm as it had before. He needed to find out if they had a thermometer.


  He could count on Matt to protect her. Steve didn’t want to be alone in the house with Sami. He was still afraid of the visions out of the darkness, afraid he might hurt her.


  He handed Matt the paperwork. “Here, look these over and see what you think.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Mouthwatering aromas drifted from the kitchen. Sami unhooked Steve’s IV when it finished and brought their dinner into the living room. They ate in front of the TV while watching the local news. Local being relative, because their choices were Tampa or Orlando, each over fifty miles away.


  Sami tuned the men out. Steve acted normal. At least he wasn’t snarky. Why did he insist Matt go with her everywhere?


  Her inner cynic chimed in. He doesn’t want witnesses when he goes to the basement to get his booze. Sami knew from past experience if he was determined to drink, she couldn’t stop him.


  After dinner, Sami excused herself to go upstairs. “I need to make a call.”


  “Who are you calling?” Steve asked.


  Why not be truthful? “There’s a new age shop in town. They offer classes. I talked to the owner the other day. Maybe I can use some of it as material.” Okay, not totally truthful. She avoided Matt’s eyes.


  “Sounds good,” Steve said.


  Sami retrieved the folder of information on the house and took it upstairs, wanting time to look through it without Steve over her shoulder. She still didn’t know how to approach this topic with him. Maybe he’d be fine now.


  Julie answered her phone on the second ring. “It’s Sami.”


  “Hi! How’s your husband?”


  “I’m not sure. So far he’s not obnoxious. But I have good news. We found the well.”


  “Awesome!”


  “Bad news is there’s a cement cap on it.” She explained the situation.


  “Oh, shoot. We need to get into it. We’ll have to figure out a way to get it open.”


  “Is that really necessary?”


  “Yes. It’s possible cleansing the other areas would take care of it, but I don’t want to risk it. I know it’s a pain. We can look at it on Thursday.”


  “Did you figure out anything about my husband?”


  “Well, I uncovered a couple of rituals that might work…” and Julie explained.


  “I don’t know how to get him to go along with doing a ritual. I still haven’t said anything to him about the house blessing or even what we suspect.”


  “Tell him it’s research for a book and ask him to play along.”


  “Julie, you’re brilliant! Why didn’t I think of that? I’ve been racking my brain.”


  Julie laughed. “You’re too close to it. It’s easy to complicate things. Tell him when you mentioned what you were doing, I begged you to let me come out and demonstrate on your house.”


  “I did tell him I looked into taking classes.”


  “See? That’s perfect.”


  Sami had a thought. “How do I explain taking you to see the cemetery and the well?”


  “The truth. I’m a local, and I’m dying to see them because of my great-grandfather and the house’s history.” Julie had a logical answer for everything. Her voice grew more serious, however. “Besides, if it really is George Simpson’s energy floating around, we don’t want Steve knowing our true purpose.”


  “You’re good. Are we still on for Thursday morning?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Tomorrow afternoon we’re signing the paperwork for the house.”


  “Awesome! Remember, don’t say anything to Ms. Johnson, or she’ll refuse to sell. In fact, you might not want to say anything to your husband until after the meeting.”


  “Good idea.” They hung up, and Sami relaxed, trying to read through the information. Her mind kept drifting, and she gave up. Laundry had piled up in the hamper by the door. She carried it downstairs and through the living room. Matt and Steve were huddled over the documents. “Everything okay?” she asked.


  Sami thought Steve’s smile faltered when he looked up. “Matt says it’s all copacetic. Shouldn’t be any problems.”


  “Good. I’ll be back in a minute.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami disappeared through the basement door. Steve realized Matt was trying to point something out. “Sorry…what?”


  He wasn’t paying attention. He couldn’t stop thinking about the unmistakable yellow Sandusky T-shirt he spotted through the sides of the plastic hamper.


  Had to be a coincidence. She wore the shirt all the time, at least once or twice a week.


  He heard Matt laugh and turned to him.


  “Steve, I think you’ve had enough fun for one evening.” Matt collected the paperwork and returned it to the envelope. “I need a shower anyway. You relax. If you have any more questions, we’ll talk later.”


  Steve nodded and watched Matt climb the stairs. Matt hesitated halfway up, as if expecting trouble, and then continued.


  How much does Matt know about this place? Maybe he wasn’t losing his mind after all.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt pulled the shower curtain and turned the shower on as hot as he could stand it. The mirror soon steamed and he stepped in, enjoying the sting of the spray. It felt good and helped him not think about Sam.


  He lathered his hair and swore as soap ran into his eyes. When he stepped under the water to rinse, he jumped as he felt Sam caress his ass.


  “Dammit,” he swore, barely remembering to keep his voice low. “That’s not funny. Steve might see you!”


  She said nothing. By the time Matt had the soap rinsed from his eyes, he was alone in the bathroom.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami emerged from the basement with a load of clothes from the dryer. Steve, his eyes closed, had switched to the Discovery Channel where the MythBusters were mangling and mutilating Buster the crash test dummy. She sat in a chair and started folding clothes.


  “So when do we have our talk?” he asked, startling her. She’d thought he was dozing.


  “What talk?”


  “Come on, Sami. About what I said in the hospital. About how I’ve been acting the past few months.”


  “Steve, you just got home. Frankly, I need time and space. I’d rather not have any kind of conversation when there’s another person in the house. I’m still trying to sort things out.”


  “We can’t let this sit forever.”


  “I’m not talking about forever. I’m talking about a cooling-off period.” She threw a towel back into the basket after trying and failing three times to fold it. “You caught me by surprise. On top of everything else, it hit me hard.”


  “Do you want a separation?”


  His question stunned her. It was on the tip of her tongue to say yes. “Steve, when I say I need time, I mean I need time. When we finally do have our ‘talk’ as you call it, I think we should see Dr. Raymond. In fact, I might want to see him first, by myself.”


  Steve chewed on that. “It’s only fair.”


  “I do have one question for you.”


  He nodded. “Fire away.”


  “Have you been drinking?”


  It took him off guard. It seemed to take him too long to answer. “Sami, I swear to you, I’m not drinking.”


  “So there’s absolutely nothing you want to tell me?” She watched his face, carefully, for any hint of deceit.


  “I swear.”


  She studied him for a long moment. Finally, she said, “You know I always told you I’d leave you in a heartbeat if you lied to me about drinking again.”


  He nodded.


  She studied the basket of clothes and tried to fold the towel again, this time getting it right. She knew he was lying. Either he’d gotten better at lying, or he honestly had no memory of drinking. The first option pissed her off.


  The second terrified her.


  “Okay,” she said, quietly, to end it. “Are you sleeping down here tonight?”


  “Would you mind if I did? The TV’s down here.” They hadn’t purchased extra satellite boxes yet.


  “I don’t mind.” She looked at her watch. “You’re due for more medicine. Do you want a Valium, too?”


  He nodded. “That might not be a bad idea.”


  She set the basket on the bottom stair and went into the kitchen. Pog followed her, wanting his dinner. She fed him and got Steve’s pills. He was engrossed in the show already.


  Must be nice. From deep conversation to TV in seconds.


  She turned to go up the stairs and the basket sat on the third riser. She looked at Steve. She’d swear he never rose from the couch. “Very funny, Boy Genius. Great way to rip out stitches.” She picked up the basket and he looked at her, confused.


  “Huh?”


  She hefted the basket. “The laundry. I left it at the base of the stairs. You moved it.”


  She noted the confusion in his face. “Sami, I didn’t touch the basket.”


  If he’s lying, he’s getting good at it. “You didn’t move my laundry basket?”


  He shook his head. “No. I haven’t been off the couch.”


  She looked at the basket in her hands and wanted to drop it. A chill enveloped her. “Never mind.” She hurried up the stairs and nearly collided with Matt coming out of the bathroom.


  “Not very funny,” he whispered. “And not very smart!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  He shushed her to keep her voice down. “Coming into the bathroom and goosing my ass.”


  She shook her head. “I was downstairs. I haven’t been up here until just now.”


  He visibly paled. “You’re not kidding?”


  She shook her head. “Hell, no. What, do you think I’m stupid?” She thought for a moment. “You didn’t move my laundry basket, did you?”


  He shook his head.


  “Oh boy,” she said. “I think we have a new batch of trouble.”


  
Chapter Thirty-One


   


  Matt bid Steve and Sami good night and took his laptop and MP3 player upstairs. He heard Sami make her way up shortly after and timed a bathroom run to coincide.


  “Good night,” he whispered.


  She paused at her bedroom door. “’Night.” The door closed behind her and he completed his trip to the bathroom.


  Back in the guest room, Matt tried to make sense of the files copied from Steve’s computer. Except for the one file, he found no other references to a relationship between Sam and himself.


  The manuscript, other than the odd asides, was good. Even though only a rough draft, Matt saw where Steve was going with it. Most likely would break the New York Times list within a couple of weeks of release.


  Matt couldn’t focus, felt restless, and couldn’t sleep. He started to program his MP3 player for sleep mode when he thought about the digital voice recorder.


  Why not?


  He retrieved it from the dresser and plugged his headset in, started at the beginning.


  He heard Julie’s voice speak the time, date, and location. The sound of Sam walking it upstairs, the attic steps unfolding, Sam putting it down. Then, in the distance, the sound of Sami closing the attic steps again.


  And all was quiet.


  It was quiet for a while. He considered using the fast-forward button when he heard a noise, realized it was him coming up to the attic for measurements.


  He heard himself walking around, muttering, the snap of the tape measure. Then he left and closed the stairs.


  Silence.


  Minutes later, a child’s voice, barely louder than a whisper.


  “No, Daddy, please. It hurts.”


  Every hair on his body stood on end. He rewound it and listened again.


  And again.


  A little girl’s voice.


  It was too late to play it for Sam. If Steve was awake, he’d wonder why Matt went to their bedroom that late at night.


  Matt found his notepad and wrote the counter time and kept listening, this time with every nerve ending tuned.


  Minutes, then hours passed. He thought he heard noises, someone moaning, faint but still audible—


  “Oh, Matt!”


  He snorted, trying to stifle his laughter. That was Sam.


  Oh, hell—that was Sam! He looked up and realized the recorder had been situated directly over his bedroom.


  I wonder if there’s any way to erase just a portion of the recording?


  It wasn’t very distinct, but still audible. He let it play, noting the counter range for Julie.


  Maybe she’ll do us the favor of erasing it.


  He nearly shut it off for the night when he heard another voice, a woman.


  “My babies, what have you done—”


  A distinctive slap.


  There were still two hours of recording time to sort through, but Matt couldn’t stop now. A little later he heard what sounded like two small pairs of footsteps and children’s laughter.


  A long stretch of silence.


  Quick, purposeful footsteps, and a noise like a chest opening. A rustling, like…paper? A few minutes later the noise again, quick footsteps. They sounded light, like a woman, and approached the recorder.


  Another moment of silence.


  “You have to stop George.”


  The strength and volume of the voice startled him. Matt clapped a hand over his mouth to stifle his scream. The voice wasn’t Sam’s. It sounded clear, like the woman spoke directly into the microphone from a very close distance.


  “George has your friend, has him tightly, is bound to him. He won’t let go. You have to stop him to stop George once and for all.”


  Matt’s composure and sanity slipped a notch. Unbidden, an image came to mind of a woman standing in the attic, glancing out the turret window and scribbling frantically in a journal. It wasn’t his imagination. It was as if he watched a video, as clearly as he’d seen George Simpson in the bedroom.


  Evelyn Simpson, in living color.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami spent a restless night one door down from Matt. A little after five she gave up and dressed. Steve slept on the couch with the History Channel turned down low. Pog lifted his head, and she took him outside.


  It was breezy. She watched clouds scudding across the few remaining stars. It didn’t look like rain yet, but it would turn that way in a few hours.


  After feeding the horses, Sami prepared Steve’s morning IV medicine, fixed him some oatmeal and coffee, and went to wake him.


  He sleepily smiled. “Hey, what a pretty nurse.”


  Sami smiled in spite of herself. “Watch out, I might be Nurse Ratched in disguise.” He ate while she flushed the port and started the IV.


  His medicine had almost finished when Matt appeared thirty minutes later, yawning, his hair disheveled, looking like he hadn’t slept a wink. “Do I smell coffee?”


  “Hot in the pot,” she said without thinking.


  He started to reply, caught himself then simply said, “Thanks.”


  Sami mentally kicked herself. Matt’s reply would have been, “Not as hot as what you got, sweetheart,” followed by a passionate good-morning kiss.


  She had to be more careful.


  Jesus, over eight years later, and it felt as if they hadn’t spent a night apart.


  Why had she ended it with Matt? They didn’t fight, they were compatible in all the ways that mattered, and he was kind and considerate, and great in bed.


  Because I’m an idiot, that’s why.


  Steve apparently missed the exchange, having switched to a Tampa station and their morning news. “Look, it’s Tropical Storm Adelle.”


  Sami glanced at the proposed track. Brooksville and the surrounding area lay in the cone of anxiety. “Don’t worry, it’ll miss us. Even if it hits, it’s still days away.”


  “Saturday.”


  “That’s three days away. Eat your oatmeal, or you’ll be wearing it.”


  He grinned.


  She felt it was safe enough to return to the kitchen. Matt threw her a sidelong glance. She mouthed, “Sorry.”


  Matt closed his eyes and shook his head as if to say, “Why me?” and then carried his coffee and oatmeal out to the living room, his playful half smile twisting her heart.


  It would be hard keeping up this act.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami made sure Steve had everything he needed. She moved his laptop to the living room, as well as his notes and cell phone. “Are you sure you’ll be okay here by yourself?”


  Her concern reassured him. Maybe there’s still hope. “I’ll be fine.”


  Matt waited by the front door. He helped Sami hitch the truck to the large trailer and they headed for town.


  “You look like you slept as bad as I did last night,” Sami said.


  “We need to talk about that.”


  “I thought we weren’t going to talk about that until later?”


  “Sam, I listened to the digital recorder last night.”


  “What?”


  “Yes—watch it!” A kid on a dirt bike darted out in front of them. Sami braked hard to miss him. The kid zipped off the main road again as fast as he’d appeared. “I listened to the whole thing.”


  “What did you hear?”


  He told her. The blood drained from her face. “Did you bring it?”


  He nodded and took out his notes, playing the last section first.


  Sami started shaking and pulled over again. “I think you’d better drive.”


  They switched seats. “We need to see Julie,” Matt said. “We’ve got to play this for her.”


  She nodded. “We can stop on the way.”


  He parked near Many Blessings. Julie was serving an elderly couple hot chai tea. When she finished, she wiped her hands and walked around the counter to greet them.


  “Well, hello.” She gasped, then playfully smiled. “I see the paths have merged.” She stopped, her face serious. “What’s wrong?”


  Matt watched the older couple leave. “Anyone else in here?”


  Julie shook her head.


  “I suggest locking the door for a few minutes.”


  They huddled around Julie’s desk in back and he cued the first captured sounds. Julie’s eyes widened in surprise. “We got it! We got EVPs!”


  Matt nodded. “Just wait.”


  They all shuddered at the little girl’s pleas for her father to stop.


  He skipped over the section of their lovemaking and on to the rest.


  “What are those numbers?” Julie asked, looking at his list of counter times.


  “Uh, we’d appreciate it if that section of the recording gets lost,” Sami hinted.


  Julie looked confused, then understanding. “Oh—riiight! Yes, of course. When I dump it to my computer I can edit out everything I don’t want and only keep the good stuff. Um, not that I meant… Um, never mind. Yes, it’ll disappear.”


  “Thank you.”


  Matt played the rest of it, and they all shuddered when the girl asked her father to stop. When Evelyn’s voice issued her warning, all three of them froze.


  Julie sat there in stunned silence, then looked at them. “I—this is incredible. It’s like she spoke right into the recorder! That wasn’t a residual loop, that was clearly an intelligent entity.”


  “I think we can safely call her a ghost,” Matt quipped. “Obviously, she knows we’re here, and knows what’s going on. That’s not all.”


  Sami and Matt related the two poltergeist incidents and Julie nodded. “Well, it makes sense, when you think about it. George was most likely the predominant energy for decades. As in life, his energy dominated everything in death. When we did the rituals, it might not have got rid of him completely, but we did ask for only positive energies to stay. Now, with his power diminished, those other energies can make themselves known.”


  “I thought the ritual would get rid of all of them?” Sami asked.


  “No. Only the ones incompatible with the house.” She chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before saying, “And the other thing is, they may still have work yet to do. They might not feel they can leave until the last traces of George are completely gone.”


  “What about your great-grandfather? Could his energy still be there?”


  “I doubt it. He killed himself in jail. Supposedly, he wrote in his suicide note he hated himself and didn’t know why he did such a horrible, monstrous thing. Remorse. Unfortunately, the note was destroyed. The house—George—lost the hold it had on him before he died. Some of his energy might still be rambling around there, but not the intelligent malevolence we see in George Simpson’s energy.”


  “What about the laundry basket, and what Matt felt?” Sami asked.


  “Maybe Evelyn or any of the three kids, or any of the others who died there.”


  “Like the guy who hung himself?”


  “We don’t know for sure that’s exactly how it happened,” Julie cautioned.


  “Are you saying he was murdered?” Matt asked.


  “In that house, with what they attempted and George’s spirit rambling around, it could have been more complicated than a suicide.”


  Someone tapped on the door and Julie glanced at her watch. “Oh, cripes. I have a class starting in a few minutes. Goddess, I wish I could go through this right now.”


  “It’s okay,” Sami said. “We have to go anyway. We’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Right, and thank you!”


  Julie walked them to the door and let them out.


   


  * * * *


   


  Pog was in the kitchen finishing his breakfast when Steve walked in. The dog glowered at him then slinked out.


  What the hell’s wrong with him?


  He felt useless sitting around. He didn’t feel like writing. There were no dirty dishes in the sink to wash. The basement door caught his eye. Maybe he could help with the laundry.


  He clung to the banister on his way downstairs and checked. There were wet clothes ready for the dryer, which lay empty. He transferred the clothes and set the timer.


  The basement looked much neater. Sami had obviously spent a lot of time down there cleaning. He felt guilty he hadn’t helped.


  The bookcase caught his eye and he wandered over to peruse the titles.


  He reached out to touch one of the books.


  An hour later, he found himself in the kitchen with no recollection of how he got there. His hands were filthy, dusty, like he’d been handling something.


  And he felt sore, like he’d been doing something.


  But what?


  Pog growled at him through the living room doorway.


  “Poggy, what’s wrong? Come here, boy.”


  The dog’s hackles raised, and he put his head down and growled again, backing away from the doorway.


  Pog’s reaction scared him. And how did he get back up to the kitchen? What had he done?


  He remembered going to the basement and putting the laundry in, then going to the bookcase.


  Steve opened the basement door. The dryer had shut off. It had a very loud buzzer, you could hear it in the living room with the door closed. He had no memory of it going off.


  Steve broke out in a cold sweat and realized he had a foul taste in his mouth. Maybe he had a fever again?


  He found where Sami kept the thermometer and took his temperature.


  Normal.


  I should call Sami. What would he tell her? He’d sound crazy.


  Or drunk.


  Like when she asked last night if I was drinking, as if she knew something. But how could she? What’s going on?


  He returned to the basement. The bookcase stood open, exposing the secret room, and then a burst of images assailed him. Writing a note. Counting old bills.


  Drinking from a whiskey bottle.


  He didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t stop his feet from taking him to the doorway. Inside, an old oil lamp burned with a low flame. The room from his nightmares lay before him. He blacked out—


  And woke up on the couch.


  This is insane. A dream inside a dream?


  Pog huddled on the window seat and growled at him. What is wrong with that dog?


  Steve looked at his hands and found them clean. Another half hour gone.


  He returned to the basement. The clothes in the dryer still felt very warm. The bookcase stood open.


  If this is a dream, I’ll meet it head-on.


  At the table sat a wild-looking man, the one from his dreams, the one from out of the darkness. He looked at Steve and leered. Steve stumbled back against the doorway when he saw the demonic red glow in his eyes.


  “Poisonous whore,” the man growled. “She’s gonna ruin it all, poisonin’ us.”


  Steve’s mouth gaped. He wanted to run, but his feet felt rooted to the floor.


  The man stood and approached. Steve smelled whiskey on his breath and prayed he was dreaming, because if this was real, he preferred being insane.


  “She’s got someone comin’ tomorrow,” the man whispered, inches from Steve’s face. “Damn bitch. Been here before.” He leered. “She begged him to give it to her, the way I gave it to Evelyn. They’re all whores. They all want it.”


  Steve felt the rough wood of the door frame dig into his back. “Who?” he squeaked.


  “Begged him for it.” He grinned. When he opened his mouth again, Sami’s voice spilled out.


  “I’ve never stopped loving you.”


  The man smiled. He spoke again, this time in Matt’s voice. “I’ve never stopped loving you either.”


  The man blocked his exit. Steve scrabbled sideways, along the wall. He ran into the stack of cases holding the empty bottles, knocking the top one to the floor. He whirled around and the man stood in front of him again, leering. The oil lamp’s dim flicker sent shadows dancing across the room.


  “You’re gonna have to teach them a lesson. Just like I taught Evelyn and them kids a lesson. Gonna git rid of us, you mark my words. You cain’t let that happen.”


  Out of the darkness, the image of the curly-haired woman came to Steve. He screamed.


  He blacked out. When he awoke, he was sitting at the old table, his hand on the whiskey bottle.


  He wrapped his fingers tightly around it and took another swallow before putting it down.


  It was all clear now. Sure, gonna have to teach them all a lesson.


  “It’s all gonna change real soon.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve awoke on the couch. He sat up and tried to stand, his legs shaking. He tasted the whiskey, he wasn’t imagining it. Pog still cowered on the window seat, growling.


  The basement door stood wide open.


  He forced himself downstairs. Warm, dry clothes lay wrinkling in the dryer. The bookcase looked normal. He searched for a way to open it but after a few minutes his stitches hurt and he had to sit.


  That’s when he spotted the unopened whiskey bottle, perched on top of an old end table.


  He reached for it with trembling hands. He should dump it. It would be too much temptation. He brushed the dust off the label. 1907.


  Steve stopped at the mop sink. He ran the water and broke the seal on the bottle, then tried to force his trembling hand to dump it. It wouldn’t budge. Crying, he replaced the stopper, rinsed the bottle, and shut the water off.


  In the downstairs bathroom he lifted the lid on the toilet tank and slipped the bottle inside.


  He went upstairs and took a shower. Eventually the tremors stopped. He didn’t want to know where the bottle came from. If Sami found it, she’d leave him. She would never believe he simply stumbled across it. And now it was open. She wouldn’t believe he didn’t drink from it.


  He brushed his teeth for almost ten minutes, and gargled several times with mouthwash, even swallowing a little. Finally, the taste of whiskey disappeared.


  He went downstairs and into the kitchen. Screw it. What good was having a full bottle of Valium if he didn’t use it? He took one and lay down on the sofa, praying for sleep. He was obviously delirious.


  What had the man said? God, that had to be more vicious ramblings from my dementia. Sami and Matt are nothing more than friends. That’s all. It was just a really bad dream. Sami and Matt probably found the bottle hidden in something while cleaning the basement and simply forgot to throw it away.


  Yes, that made sense.


  They didn’t say anything to him about it because they didn’t want to upset him. Okay, that made even more sense. So he should tell her about it. If it was gone, she’d know he had it and not told her.


  Thinking about the possibilities made his brain hurt.


  Why couldn’t he dump it?


  “I’ll throw it away when Sami and Matt are gone riding, so they don’t see the empty bottle in the trash. I’ll dump it and sling the bottle into the woods or bury it or something.”


  Why not do it now? he thought.


  You know you wanted it, you took it from the secret room.


  It’s a trap, another voice in his head growled. They wanted you to take it. Go put it back!


  I can’t, they might come back and wonder what I’m doing. Besides, I’m tired, I’m so, so tired…


  The Valium finally worked its magic, taking him into a blessedly dream-free darkness.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt looked thoughtful. Sami felt loathe to interrupt him. He finally broke his silence. “I think you should go back to Ohio. Take the horses and Pog. I’ll stay here with Steve.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I couldn’t live with myself if Steve hurt you. You heard the warning. ‘You will have to stop him to stop George once and for all.’ I’ll stay here and work with Julie.”


  “No. I won’t leave.”


  “Sam, you’ve got the perfect excuse. Tell Steve you need a little space, just a couple of weeks. You said he asked if you wanted a separation. In that amount of time we can come up with a solution. Then, once it’s safe, you can come back.” Matt was actually thinking how to get Steve involuntarily committed, which would also solve the problem quite nicely, but he couldn’t with Sam at the house. She’d never allow it.


  “No.” From the firm set of her mouth he knew he wouldn’t change her mind. It had been a long shot, but the only shot he’d had. “Matt,” she explained, “you don’t understand. I know I can’t stay married to him. I won’t stay married to him. He’s drinking. And I swore I wouldn’t go through that again, ever. Whether he realizes he’s drinking or not, or even why he started drinking or how long it’s been going on doesn’t matter. He’s a sick man, and I want to make sure I don’t leave him at the time when he needs us the most.”


  Us. That was promising. “How long do you hang around? Until he goes off the deep end and kills you?”


  “That won’t happen. He’s back to his old self. In a couple of weeks, once he’s had time to heal from the surgery and the infection, we’ll be able to see how he’s doing, and I can break it to him then. It’s not like he’s not expecting it.”


  Matt thought Sami was trying to paint the situation in the best light possible and ignore reality. “You heard the warning. I’m not leaving you alone here with him.”


  She looked at him. “From the way Steve’s insisted on keeping us together, I doubt he’d let you.”


  He spotted the home improvement store. “You might be right about that.”


  A queue for plywood had already formed. Matt did some quick mental calculations and left Sami in the plywood line with instructions on how much to buy. He disappeared into the bowels of the store with a large cart. She had almost reached the front of the line when he reappeared, the cart full of supplies.


  She looked at the load. “I understand the circular saw and drill, but why do we need block and tackle and a come-along?”


  “Don’t ask. I’ll be right back.” He left the cart with her and disappeared again, this time returning with a twelve-foot extension ladder.


  After checking out, Matt pulled the truck around. When they were loaded and on the road, Sami asked, “Block and tackle? Rope? Chain? A pry bar? What the hell? What’s the other stuff for?”


  “The well cover.”


  “Oh. I forgot about that.”


  “That’s why I hid that stuff in the front compartment, in case Steve comes out while we’re unloading. No need for him to see it.”


  “Good idea.”


  The trailer rode a lot lower on the way home with over thirty sheets of plywood stacked inside. Sami hoped it wouldn’t be necessary to board the house because it would be a real bitch. She hoped she didn’t have to evacuate the horses either. They made a side trip to the store and purchased extra supplies, plus several jerry cans of diesel for the generator.


  “Now we’re ready for anything,” she said. “Like the Apocalypse.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt backed the trailer up to the carport. “Go check on Boy Genius. I’ll unload.”


  “Okay.”


  Steve met her on the porch. “Wow, you filled that thing.”


  “You told me to get supplies, I got supplies. What are you doing off that couch?”


  “I’m going stir-crazy. Can I help?”


  “Absolutely not. You want to end up in the hospital again?”


  “Only if you’ll play naughty nurse with me.” Sami shook her head and pointed at the front door. She glanced behind her after Steve left. Matt looked up, red in the face. She was pretty sure it wasn’t from exertion.


  He’d heard Steve’s comment.


  She took Steve’s temperature before starting his IV meds. Normal. That was a good sign. Hopefully the doctor would discontinue the IV meds on Friday. She fixed lunch, and Matt took a break to eat with them in the living room.


  “Did you buy the whole store?” Steve joked.


  Matt smiled. “Not quite, but I’m sure your platinum card was smoking when Sam checked out.”


  Steve laughed. Sami wistfully thought of the early days in their marriage when that laugh warmed her heart. It sounded deep and genuine, and she hadn’t heard much of it in the past couple of years. He had to be getting better, he seemed so…normal.


  Too bad her trust had already been damaged beyond repair.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt finished unloading and showered before they left for the real estate office. Sami and Matt agreed to wait until after the closing to tell Steve about Julie’s impending visit.


  It started storming halfway there, adding to Sami’s jitters. She was nervous about meeting Shelly Johnson face-to-face. At the office they were shown to a conference room. They were the first ones there. The title clerk and notary came in and started going through the paperwork with them. Sami tried to tune out and simply nodded when she felt it appropriate.


  The door opened, and an assistant escorted an elderly woman and middle-aged man into the room. The family resemblance was unmistakable.


  Matt and Steve stood. The assistant introduced them. “Ms. Johnson, this is Steven and Samantha Corey and their attorney, Matthew Barry.” Everyone shook hands.


  “My son, James,” she introduced, followed by another round of handshakes.


  When they settled at the table, Ms. Johnson eyed Sami. “Apparently, your husband is extremely eager to buy this property. I’m not quite sure why.”


  “It’s our anniversary on Friday.” He beamed. “Seven years.”


  “Congratulations.” Shelly Johnson’s gaze didn’t waver from Sami. “Most men would buy jewelry.”


  Sami felt compelled to answer. “My husband’s very generous.”


  “Apparently.” An uncomfortable moment of silence. “Please excuse us for a moment. I’d like to speak with Mrs. Corey. Alone.”


  Sami’s stomach tightened. The others exchanged slightly puzzled looks. James Johnson touched his mother’s shoulder.


  “Mom, I—”


  “James.” She looked at him. “I’ve owned this property for a very long time. Some might say too long. I would like a moment to talk to the new owner. Alone.”


  Everyone filed out of the conference room. Matt, the last out, sent Sami a concerned look she couldn’t return. Shelly Johnson took her time, pouring herself a glass of water and taking a sip.


  “When we talked on the phone a few days ago, you were looking for more information about the house,” Ms. Johnson said. “Have you found what you were looking for?”


  Sami wasn’t sure how to answer that. “I don’t know if there are answers to all the questions I have.”


  “How much have you seen at the house?” she finally asked.


  “Beg pardon?”


  The older woman smiled. “There’s no reason to play coy, Mrs. Corey. I am well aware of the house’s special nature. I saw enough proof with my own eyes, and I know enough of the background.”


  Sami carefully considered her answer. “I’ve seen enough.”


  “And yet you still want to buy it?”


  She nodded.


  “Why?”


  Sami didn’t have answer. Might as well tell the truth. “My husband is in love with it.”


  “Ah. And how in love is your husband with you?”


  Why are we having this conversation? “I’m not sure I understand the question.”


  “Your husband had surgery recently, I heard through the grapevine. How has he been acting?”


  “Fine, other than he was very sick with infection.”


  “And is that how you received those?” She pointed to Sami’s right hand. “Infection?”


  Sami dropped her hands in her lap. “I sliced my hand open on the barbed wire fence when petting one of my horses.”


  “That’s not how you hurt your wrist.”


  “Ms. Johnson,” Sami said, impatient, “what does this have to do with us buying the house?”


  Shelly Johnson sat back, and Sami sensed the inner strength this woman possessed.


  Sami also saw an image in her mind, of a figure in the bedroom doorway, and a much younger Shelly Johnson screaming, hysterical.


  Back in the present, Ms. Johnson nodded. “The house has a way of showing you things, doesn’t it?”


  “We want to buy the house.”


  “You understand your husband is in danger as long as the two of you stay there, don’t you? I warned you about that.”


  Sami shook her head. “He’s fine.” She involuntarily reached for the onyx pendant around her neck. “He’s fine, and yes, the house apparently has some stories to tell, but as writers, it’s extra fodder for our work.”


  “I can’t talk you out of this, can I?”


  “I would think the offer of extra money is more than enough incentive.”


  She waved Sami’s comment away. “My son is handling this. I’m too old to fight him anymore. I don’t have the energy. He never knew his father. I’m convinced the house killed Jim. I don’t know exactly how, but it did. My son wants me to let go once and for all. He’s been after me for years to sell it, and he finally put his foot down when your husband offered well over the asking price. He never lived there, I won’t allow it.”


  She leaned forward, more intense. “He never saw, never felt what I did. He doesn’t understand. As long as I’ve owned that house, I’ve controlled who lived there. Since I’ve owned it, no one else has died in the house. I always made sure I could take it back, because I knew no one would live there very long. Now you want it, even though you know what it’s capable of. Don’t you love your husband?”


  Sami’s mouth set in a grim line. “Ms. Johnson, I do love my husband. And that’s exactly why I have to buy this house.”


  She studied Sami for a moment and nodded. “Okay. I have a feeling you think you know what you’re doing. I hope you’re right.”


  “That makes two of us.” Sami got up and opened the door. Matt entered first, trying to mask the concern on his face.


  Steve kissed her on the cheek. “Everything okay?”


  She forced a smile. “Fine.”


  Ms. Johnson’s son reclaimed his seat next to his mother. “Mom, you okay?”


  She nodded. “I’m an old woman trying to make myself let go of the past.”


   


  * * * *


   


  They left the office with copies of the signed paperwork. Everything would be filed the next morning at the courthouse, but for all intents and purposes, the house was Sami’s.


  “What did she say to you, Sami?” Steve asked from the front seat. He’d been unusually quiet since they’d returned with the supplies.


  The rain still poured, loudly hammering on the SUV’s roof. Sami sat in back on the passenger side, behind Steve, and caught Matt’s eye in the rearview mirror.


  “She wanted to tell me about the house’s history, about her husband, nothing much. I think she’s sad to let it go. Her son pushed her to sell.”


  “That’s weird,” Steve said. “Her husband died there, and she didn’t want to sell it?”


  “I don’t know. She had some good memories, it was their first house.”


  “I suppose,” Steve said, “but she sure seemed reluctant to sell.”


  Sami took a deep breath. “She’s convinced it’s haunted.”


  Steve was silent for a moment, and she saw Matt glance at her in the mirror.


  “Haunted?” Steve finally asked.


  Sami seized the opening. “Yes, apparently that’s the local lore. In fact, Julie Prescott, the woman I told you about, who owns the new age store in town? She’s coming out tomorrow to look at it. When I told her where we lived, she practically begged me to let her see it.”


  “Oh?” She couldn’t interpret Steve’s tone of voice.


  Matt caught her eye again, and she ignored him. “Yes. I’ve got some great ideas for my book, but I need to spend some time with her so I can learn some of the things I need for the story. One of my characters is into all of that. Julie’s going to help me with research.”


  Steve remained silent for a moment. “Well, it’s probably a waste of her time, but if it’s going to help you with your book, I’m all for it. I hope she’s not too disappointed.”


  The rain finally let up, and they stopped for dinner on the way home. Sami called Julie from the restroom.


  “It’s all set for tomorrow.” She quickly caught her up.


  “Great! I did more research, and I think I have the grave locations. Might not be exact, but I’m hoping I can figure them out.”


  “Remember, pretend you haven’t been to the house. My husband doesn’t know about your other visits.”


  “Right. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  Sami returned to the table, and Steve excused himself. “I’ll be right back.” Matt and Sami watched him slowly work his way to the restrooms.


  “Well,” Matt asked, “what do you think?”


  “About what?”


  “His reaction to you telling him about Julie.”


  She shrugged. “It’s hard to say. He seems very tired. I hope he plays along tomorrow.”


  “He seemed open to it. The worst he can do is say no.”


  Sami didn’t think that was the worst, but kept the thought to herself as Steve returned.


  “Oh, I meant to ask you about your necklace,” Steve said after he sat down.


  Sami looked up from her food. “What?”


  He pointed to her onyx pendant. “That’s new. Where’d you get it?”


  Sami touched it. “Oh, this? Julie gave them to us the other day at her shop.” She glanced at Matt and couldn’t see his, although she suspected he wore it under his shirt. “It’s supposed to bring good luck.”


  Steve smiled. “Well, we got the house, and you got me home from the hospital, so apparently it’s working. She seriously thinks the house is haunted?”


  “I guess so. Maybe she’s got some voodoo”—she shook her hands in the air—“she thinks can scare the ghosties away.”


  Matt forced a laugh, but Steve appeared genuinely amused. “I promise I won’t tell her you said that,” he said.


  “Actually,” Sami continued, fixing her gaze on Matt, hoping he’d play along, “I think Julie’s interest lies more with Matt than with the supernatural.” She took a sip of tea while Matt nearly choked on his.


  Fortunately for her, Matt picked up right away. “I seriously doubt,” he said, using his napkin to mop up slopped tea, “she’s interested in me.”


  She gently patted Steve’s arm and leaned in. “You should have seen her, fawning all over him. She asked about his wife. I said he’s single, and she nearly jumped him right then. She practically ravished him putting the necklace on him.”


  Steve’s eyes widened and he laughed. “Whoo-hoo, you go, dude!”


  Sami kept her gaze steady on Matt, knowing he’d get her back later. She’d have to remember to tell Julie to act the part.


  Something lifted Steve’s mood. For the rest of the meal he acted chattier and more animated.


   


  * * * *


   


  The rain had slackened, but by the time they reached the park it returned with a vengeance. The main road was sloppy, and Matt switched to four-wheel drive to climb the first hill. Sami felt the wheels spin in the sloppy muck, catch, and they crested the top. He drove slow and carefully and parked close to the house, but the plywood stacked in the carport made a dry exit impossible.


  “Hold on and I’ll get the umbrella,” Matt said.


  “That’s okay.” Steve was out the door and up on the porch before Matt could untangle it from under his seat.


  Matt looked at Sami in the mirror. “You realize I will get you back.”


  She knew what he meant. She grinned. “Hey, you said we had to act, so act.” She bolted for the porch before he could reply.


   


  * * * *


   


  Pog glowered at them from the window seat. “Steve, go sit. I’ll get your meds ready.” Sami went to the kitchen and gathered everything, dumping a cup of kibble into Pog’s bowl.


  “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to change.” Matt went upstairs, and Pog bolted from his seat, following him.


  Sami started Steve’s meds. “Are you okay? You look tired.”


  He nodded. “I confess. I went to the basement while you were gone.”


  Sami looked startled. “You did what?”


  “I’m sorry but I wanted to help. I put the clothes from the washer into the dryer.” Was that relief on her face?


  “Oh. You didn’t hurt yourself?”


  “No, but I probably shouldn’t have gone down there. Then I went upstairs and took a shower. That was too much fun for one day, I think. Too many stairs.”


  She wagged her finger at him. “Are you trying to end up in the hospital?”


  He shook his head. “Nope. I’m tired of feeling useless.”


  She sat next to him and softened her tone. “You’re not useless, Steve. But you need to learn to let others do for you. I wish you’d let Matt stay here while I went to the store.”


  “I’m okay, Sami. I need to start doing things.”


  “Wait until your sutures are out. Promise?”


  He nodded. “Okay.”


  “Good.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s been a long day, and I need a shower. Will you be okay? I’ll be back before your meds are done.”


  He nodded. She patted his arm. “Can I get you anything?” she asked.


  “No, I’ll be fine.”


  He watched her go. It had all been a bad dream. If he went to the bathroom and lifted the toilet tank lid, there would be no bottle. In fact, he wouldn’t look. It wouldn’t be there anyway, why bother? He knew for certain Sami and Matt were not having an affair. When Sami talked about Julie, he saw Matt’s expression change. Matt was one of his closest friends, but as long as he’d known him, Matt rarely mentioned details of his love life. From the way he responded to Sami’s jibe, he must be interested in that woman.


  Okay, so someone was coming to the house, like in his dream. It was something he put together in his subconscious. Sami had mentioned taking a class and his imagination took over.


  Maybe she’d even mentioned it before and I forgot about it.


  Steve lay back and closed his eyes. What seemed like a minute later, he felt gentle tugging on his arm. Sami, her hair damp from the shower and wearing shorts and a T-shirt, unhooked the IV.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was trying not to wake you.”


  How could I have dreamed horrible thoughts about her? “It’s okay.” He reached out and stroked her left wrist, the one without the wounds. She didn’t flinch. “Do you know how much I love you?”


  She blinked, smiled. Was it a sad smile? “I love you, too, Steve.”


  “You must love me to put up with me.”


  She patted him on the arm. “Go back to sleep. I need to try to write.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Pog followed Matt downstairs later. When the rain let up for a few minutes, Matt took him outside for a quick walk. Sami sat at the dining room table, where she could see Steve on the couch and Matt in a chair. Matt had his laptop perched on his knees, his feet on the coffee table.


  Pog sat at her feet and whined.


  “I fed you dinner. Go lay down.”


  Sami slipped her headphones on, and found her playlist of music she called her “writing music.” A variety of different classical and instrumental pieces she could enjoy and tune out at the same time. They helped her focus.


  After realizing he wasn’t getting anywhere, Pog finally returned to the living room where he tried the same act with Matt. She couldn’t hear what Matt said, but she watched him shake his head at the dog and point to the kitchen. The dog looked, but didn’t move. Finally, Pog curled up on the window seat.


  Matt eventually went upstairs, Pog at his heels. He waved at her and mouthed, “Good night.” She nodded, waved, and continued working. Steve watched TV on the couch.


  Sami worked for another hour, until she started yawning. It was after eleven, and she slipped her headphones off. Steve wasn’t on the couch. She shut down the computer, her heart racing.


  She walked into the living room. “Steve?”


  “In here,” he said from the kitchen. She found him staring into the fridge.


  “What are you doing up?” she asked, more than a little relieved.


  “I’m hungry.”


  “Then why didn’t you ask me to get you something?”


  “I didn’t want to disturb you.”


  Damn him, now he was trying to be courteous. Her voice softened. “I’ll make it, and you’re due for medicine. Tell me what you want to eat.”


  “Sami, I don’t want to—”


  “Steve, I’m done working. It’s okay. Take the offer while it’s still good.”


  He finally smiled and sat. “Scrambled eggs?”


  She handed him his pills. “One or two?”


  “Two.”


  She moved Pog’s food dish away from the stove so she wouldn’t trip and spill it. Steve must have put more food down for him because it was full. No wonder the Lab was getting fat.


  It only took her a minute to fix his eggs, and she sat while he ate.


  “What time is your friend coming tomorrow?” he asked.


  “Ten. Julie Prescott. I wouldn’t call her a friend, I barely know her.”


  “Sorry.” He grinned. “Matt’s friend?”


  Sami hoped the lie sounded good enough. “Wanna-be friend, at the very least.” She watched Steve’s face. The lie must have passed.


  “Why does that name sound familiar?”


  Might as well start with the truth. “She’s the great-granddaughter of Tom and Mary Prescott. He’s the one who molested and killed his daughter, they lived here in the house.”


  “Oh. Good grief. Hell of a family history.”


  Sami nodded. “Would you like me to leave the information out for you to look at?”


  He shrugged. “Sure. I’ve slept so much today, I don’t know how well I’ll sleep tonight.”


  “I’ll leave it on the coffee table.” She washed his dishes, putting them in the drainer. When she turned, Steve stood right behind her, startling her. He hadn’t made a sound.


  “Sami, I wanted to say how sorry I am.” He took a step forward. She took a step back, until the counter pressed against her hips.


  He put a hand on the counter on either side of her. “I promise, it’s all going to change, I’m going to change. It’s going to get better.”


  “Steve, we don’t need to talk about this now.” She felt seriously creeped out and didn’t want him that close. “It’s late, and you need your rest.”


  She was afraid he would try to kiss her, but he stood back, letting her pass. She left the folder on the table for him. Maybe he would start putting it together for himself.


  “Good night,” he said.


  She forced herself to lean over and kiss him on the forehead. “Good night.”


  
Chapter Thirty-Two


   


  The aroma of coffee roused her. Julie would arrive in a couple of hours, and Sami needed to get some things done. The morning had dawned thickly overcast but at least it wasn’t raining yet. She dressed and went downstairs.


  Steve sat at the kitchen table, eating a bowl of oatmeal and looking through the contents of the folder. “Morning, sweetheart.”


  She forced a smile and kissed the top of his head. “How did you sleep?”


  “Off and on. I watched the Weather Channel. You were right. It’ll hit north of us but won’t strengthen. We’ll get a lot of rain.”


  She poured her coffee. “We need it.” She took a sip. “This is good, thank you.”


  He smiled. “Want some oatmeal?”


  “I’ll do it. You sit. Did you take your pills already?”


  He nodded. “Down the hatch.”


  He certainly seemed chipper. Sami tried to forget the creepiness she felt the evening before. Matt must still be asleep, but she didn’t ask about him, not wanting to make Steve suspicious.


  “Where’s Pog?” His bowl full of food sat on the floor by the stove.


  “He must be up with Matt,” Steve said. “I haven’t seen him.”


  She sat across from Steve and indicated the folder. “What do you think?”


  He grinned. “I’m wishing I hadn’t let you call dibs on the story. It’s horrible but it’s a hell of a good tale. What’ll you do with it?”


  “Mix fact and fiction. A supernatural story, possessed house, all that.”


  “Can’t wait to read it. What will Julie be doing?”


  Sami hedged. “I’m not totally sure. I told her what I had in mind for my book, and she said she’d show me a bunch of things I can use.” Perfect opening. “Would you mind helping out, if you feel up to it?”


  “If it’ll help with your story, I don’t mind. It’s the least I can do.” He winked. “Maybe if everything goes well, I’ll be Matt’s best man.”


  She forced a smile. “Yeah.”


   


  * * * *


   


  The aroma of coffee eventually pulled Matt downstairs. He let Pog out the front door, waited on him, then called him back. The Lab returned to the window seat.


  “Morning,” Matt said, going for the coffee. “Is the rain done or coming back?”


  “Coming back,” Steve said. “Supposed to storm, but we’ll miss the worst of the wind. Sami was right. I’m sorry I made you guys get all that stuff.”


  Matt pulled out a chair. “No problem. Wasn’t my credit card.”


  Steve grinned. “Thanks a lot, buddy.”


  “Hey, any time I get to spend someone else’s money on tools, that’s a good thing.” He saw the folder, glanced at Sami, then back to the papers.


  “What’s that?” Matt asked, as if he hadn’t seen it before.


  Steve kept the paper he was reading and pushed the folder over to Matt. “The house’s history. Maybe your girlfriend can get rid of the spirits.”


  “She’s not my girlfriend.” His eyes flicked in Sami’s direction.


  “Ah, Sami, listen to that. Methinks he doth protest too much.”


  “I’ll protest upside your head in a minute, fucking ball buster.”


  Steve laughed, enjoying his friend’s discomfort. “I promise I’ll behave when she gets here. Look forward to meeting her.” He checked the time. “I need a shower.”


  He stood and started to carry his dishes to the sink. Sami took them from him. “Go. Hurry up, I need to start your IV.”


  He leaned over and kissed her. Matt quickly turned his gaze to the papers. When they heard the bedroom door close upstairs, Matt felt safe to talk, but kept his voice low.


  “Couldn’t you have come up with a better cover story?”


  “Better than what? It’s the perfect excuse to have her out here a lot. I’m sure she’ll play along. In fact, that reminds me, let me call her.”


  Before Matt could protest, Sami was on her cell to Julie, giving her the scoop. She laughed, said good-bye, and hung up. “She’s in. She thought it was funny.”


  “Yeah, ha ha, very funny,” he grumbled, taking his dishes to the sink.


  “I think it’s hilarious. We’ll tell Steve you’re dating her or something. It gives you the perfect excuse to stay with us. It’s like it was dropped into our laps.”


  Matt stepped close, caught her arm, and pulled her to him, his mouth inches from her ear. “You are the only woman I want,” he whispered. “Remember that.”


  He stepped away, leaving her breathless.


  “And,” he added, “you have to be a damn good actor.” He took a swallow of coffee. “No jealousy.”


  She hadn’t considered that. “Fine.”


  He moved close again, putting his mug aside, holding her hands. “If I can handle watching him kiss you, you can handle me pretending to be interested in someone. You have to.”


  She nodded.


  He looked up at the ceiling. They heard the door to the master bathroom close and the shower start. He turned his gaze to her. “Remember, I love you.” He took her into his arms and kissed her. She melted into him, knowing it was wrong but also knowing she would have precious few opportunities over the next weeks.


  After a long moment he released her. “When you think you can’t do it, Sam, just think of that. There will be plenty more where that came from.” He brought her hands to his lips, kissing them.


  “Okay.”


  He sat at the table while she regained her composure.


  “Oh, don’t let Pog kiss you,” Matt said.


  “Why?”


  “I caught him drinking out of the toilet this morning. He acted like he was dying of thirst.”


  She stared at the dog, who was still curled up on the window seat. “That’s weird. He never does that. His water bowl’s full.”


  “Maybe he’s lazy. Didn’t want to come downstairs.”


  She shrugged. “Maybe his stomach’s upset. He hasn’t eaten his breakfast. C’mon, Poggy, hey Pog-wog.”


  The dog thumped his tail a few times and stared at the doorway.


  “He probably needs a trip to the vet,” Matt said. “It’s been stressful for him.”


  She nodded. “I’m sure you’re right. He’s due for his shots anyway. The trip, different water, it’s so hot outside. That’s all it is.”


  Matt caught a portion of the Weather Channel tropical update and snapped his fingers. “The barometer’s dropping. It’s the storm. Animals sense that.”


  “He does get moody before we have a blizzard. I bet you’re right.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve let the hot water beat against his head. He struggled this morning, trying to act normal, as if the images hadn’t returned from the darkness, playing over and over again.


  He wanted a drink.


  There was a bottle in the downstairs toilet. He’d wait for them to go outside and take a nip.


  No! It was a dream. There is no bottle.


  He needed a meeting. Desperately. He should have asked Matt to run him into town.


  Sami and Matt kissing, in the kitchen, while he showered.


  No!


  It was all in his mind. He was overdue for his medicine. Once he got that, he’d feel better.


  He turned the water to cold, standing there as long as he could take it before getting out and drying off.


  Matt would end up dating Julie. Sami would forgive him for being a jerk, and they’d work stuff out. Matt would end up marrying this woman, move down here, and they’d all be friends and laugh about this years from now. Yes, that’s what would happen.


  That was his story, and by God, he’d stick to it.


   


  * * * *


   


  By the time Steve returned to the kitchen, Sami had his IV medicine ready. Matt still studied the paperwork. Matt and Sami had agreed they wouldn’t mention the journals, the hidden closet, or the basement room to Steve. Not until they had a chance to dispose of the whiskey.


  No use taking foolish chances.


  The breeze had picked up under an overcast sky by the time Julie arrived at five till ten. Sami walked out to greet her, using the pretense of helping her carry things.


  “I promise I won’t lay it on Matt too thick.” She winked.


  Sami blushed. “Thanks.”


  Sami introduced Steve and Julie. When Matt walked out of the kitchen, Julie made a point of flashing him a broad smile, slowly releasing his hand after shaking it. “Hello again.”


  Matt looked flustered. “Anything else need to come in?”


  “No, Sami helped me. Where do I set up?”


  Sami led the way to the dining room, and they spread everything out.


  Julie looked around as if she’d never been in the house before. “This is neat! Would one of you show me around, please?”


  Sami was about to step forward when Steve spoke up. “I’m sure Matt would be more than happy to.”


  “Uh, sure,” Matt said. They started for the stairs.


  When they’d gone upstairs, Steve turned to Sami and grinned. “You’re right, she does have the hots for him.”


  Sami’s stomach pitched a little. “Yeah, he caught her eye, all right.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve forced a smile during the introductions. The woman from his dreams. She couldn’t be real!


  The coarse voice tried to force its way out of the darkness into his brain.


  Poisonous whore!


  No!


  He looked at the others. They didn’t react. They couldn’t hear the voice, it resided inside his head. Steve plastered a smile across his face and, when the chance arose, sent Julie with Matt to tour the house.


  Steve walked into the kitchen and gathered the papers when one caught his eye. A picture of Evelyn Simpson and her two children.


  This woman looked so much like her.


  No.


  It couldn’t be. This woman had flaming red hair. The story described Evelyn as auburn, chestnut brown.


  “You okay, Steve?”


  He shuffled everything into the folder before Sami noticed. “Just cleaning up.” He handed her the folder. “I don’t know where you want this.”


  “I’ll put it back in my office.”


  She disappeared while he returned to the couch.


   


  * * * *


   


  They walked up to the attic. Julie pulled Matt to the far corner, near the turret, and kept her voice low. She looked ill.


  “He is seriously fucked up! You can’t feel it? It’s washing off him in waves. How much has he had to drink today?”


  Matt shook his head. “None, as far as we know.”


  Julie shivered. “We are going to have to do some serious stuff. I hope he goes along with it. It’s this weather.”


  “Yeah, it’s bad out there.”


  She put a hand on his arm. “No, you don’t understand. Weather like this, thunderstorms, it can bring out more activity. The lightning ionizes the air. Any energies present can draw on it to manifest more strongly. That might be what George is doing.”


  They both heard a light tap-tap-tap from the far end of the attic. A child’s ball rolled across the floor, stopped a few feet from them.


  “Did you see that?” Matt asked.


  “It’s one of the kids,” Julie whispered. She took several steps forward and knelt down. “I don’t have any equipment up here, dang it! It’s okay, please come talk to us.” She looked at Matt. “You remember what the FLIR looked like?” He nodded. “Please grab that, and an EMF meter, and a digital voice recorder. They should all be in the same bag.”


  Matt hurried downstairs, leaving Julie staring at the ball, which had stopped moving.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve relaxed on the couch, closing his eyes and trying to quiet the voice.


  She’s upstairs. Go get her!


  No!


  Go have a drink, that’ll help.


  There is no liquor in this house!


  It’s an act. That guy isn’t interested in her. He’s in love with your wife.


  No!


  Matt fucked her while you were in the hospital.


  Steve wanted the voice to stop.


  He fucked her, Stevie boy. She begged him for it, just like all whores do. There’s a bottle of vodka in his room upstairs. They went at it all night.


  He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to make the voice go away.


  You can stop all this, just teach that whore, teach all three of them a lesson. I did it, you can, too.


  Steve clenched his fists and willed the voice to stop.


  An image came to mind, the iron bed frame in the master bedroom, not battered and in need of a coat of paint, but shiny and new, with a woman tied, spread-eagle, to the posts…


  No!


  “Steve, you okay?” Sami looked concerned.


  He swallowed. “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m more tired than I thought.”


  She studied him for a moment, looked like she was about to say something, when Matt bounded down the stairs.


  “There’s something in the attic. We were standing there, and a ball bounced and rolled over to us.” He searched through the equipment. “Julie needs the FLIR, an EMF meter, and a voice recorder.”


  As if Sami knew what he was talking about, she helped him find the items and followed him up the stairs.


  Steve watched them go.


  There was something else going on.


  You know what’s going on. That woman’s been here before!


  Steve willed the voice to shut up and carefully climbed the stairs.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt heard Sami on his heels. When he reached the top of the attic stairs, he spotted Julie sitting on the window seat in the turret, staring out at the drizzle.


  “Here you go,” he said.


  She didn’t respond at first, then turned to look at him and Sami, who now stood behind him with the EMF meter.


  “Hello,” Julie said. She wore an odd expression.


  Matt and Sami exchanged puzzled looks. “Here’s the equipment,” he said.


  Julie frowned. “I beg your pardon?”


  Sami gasped. “Julie has left the building.”


  Matt realized what she meant. “Evelyn?” Matt hesitantly asked.


  Julie nodded. She’d even pulled her hair back into a twist held in place with a ball-point pen.


  They heard Steve on the attic stairs behind them, and Julie fainted, slumping against the wall.


  Matt shoved the camera into Sami’s hands and rushed to Julie’s side. “Julie, you okay?”


  Steve appeared in time to see Matt sit next to Julie, his arm around her, supporting her, trying to wake her.


  “Sam, go get a wet washcloth,” Matt said. She carefully put the equipment down and pushed past Steve.


  Steve stepped forward. “She okay?” Matt thought Steve’s voice sounded unusually flat. When he looked up, he spotted a reddish glow in his friend’s eyes.


  Matt was about to say something when Sami thundered up the steps, washcloth in hand. The noise startled Steve. He closed his eyes, shook his head, looked at Matt. “Dude, is she okay?”


  Matt swallowed, hard, and nodded, taking the washcloth from Sami. “Yeah, she just fainted, I think.”


  Julie came around, apologizing. “I’m sorry. I was in such a rush this morning, I didn’t eat anything. My blood sugar probably took a dive. Can I trouble you for some toast or something?”


  “Sure, I’ll get it,” Sami said, off in a flash.


  Steve looked around the attic. “Matt said you saw something?”


  Matt looked at Julie, who now sat unassisted.


  She studied Steve. “Yes. That ball on the floor, it came rolling toward us. I’m so stupid. I should have had equipment with me.”


  Steve walked over to the ball and looked at it, not touching it. “You think the house is haunted?”


  Julie looked like she wanted to bolt from the attic, but was trying to stay calm. “Yes, I do.”


  She stood and picked up the FLIR. “This is a thermal imaging camera. It can pick up heat and cold sources not visible to the naked eye. It’s sometimes possible to capture activity.” She scanned the attic, and looked like she forced herself to stand near enough so Steve could see the screen.


  Matt didn’t want to be around Steve, but he didn’t want to leave Julie alone with him. There was no way in hell he’d leave either woman alone with Steve now.


  Sami returned a few minutes later with a cheese sandwich and a glass of orange juice. “Here, eat this.”


  “Thank you.” Julie sat on the window seat and quickly finished it. “I feel much better now.”


  Matt tried his hand with the camera. Steve aimlessly wandered the attic, looking at some of the junk pushed off to the side.


  “Steve, please take it easy,” Sami reminded him. “Remember your stitches.”


  “I’m fine.” He sounded distant, aloof. “So, is there something up here?”


  Julie nodded. “I would say yes. Just because we didn’t catch it on camera doesn’t mean it’s not here. These things can come and go, sometimes playing like a loop. Might not even know we’re here.”


  Julie looked out the turret window. It had not only stopped raining, but looked like the sun was trying to break through. “Hey, since it’s cleared a little, how about we go to the cemetery? Might be the only chance we get for a few days with all this rain.”


  Matt jumped at the opportunity. “That’s a great idea. We can walk.”


  Steve shook his head. “I’ll pass. I don’t feel up for a walk. Sami, you go ahead. I’ll be okay.”


  “If you’re sure?”


  He nodded. “I’m going to keep the couch from floating away.” He noted their puzzled looks. “It’s a joke.”


  Matt couldn’t wait to leave the house. He helped Julie carry a few items and they followed Sami down the path.


  “Okay, what the hell was that all about?” Matt asked Julie.


  Julie shook her head. “I don’t know. I was standing there looking at the ball, waiting for you to come back, and next thing I know, I’m sitting there and y’all are trying to wake me up. What happened?”


  “It wasn’t your blood sugar. You were Evelyn,” Sami said.


  Julie stopped. Matt, bringing up the rear, nearly walked into her. “What?”


  “You talked to us like you were Evelyn,” Sami explained.


  They continued, rounded a turn in the trail, and were out of sight of the house when Julie stopped them. “Okay, tell me exactly what happened, every detail.”


  Sami told her what Julie had said during her trance.


  “That’s not all,” Matt said. “Sam, while you were downstairs, Steve asked how she was.”


  “So?”


  “His voice sounded strange, and his eyes were glowing red.”


  Julie staggered back, grabbing a nearby tree for support. “Oh no. Have you noticed anything else different today?”


  Matt and Sami looked at each other and shook their heads.


  “We need to get to that cemetery. Now.”


  
Chapter Thirty-Three


   


  Julie dumped her bag at the edge of the clearing and handed out items and instructions. As Sami and Matt jumped to work, Julie took out a hand-drawn map and paced off distances from George Simpson’s marker.


  “This”—she pointed where one wooden marker had nearly rotted away—“is Ben Caleb.” She knelt down and sprinkled some herbs and oil around the site, muttering. When she finished she moved to another rotted marker. “This is my great-grandfather.” She closed her eyes for a moment, silently mouthing a prayer. Then she knelt and repeated the ritual.


  Julie performed a slightly different ritual over George Simpson’s grave. She sighed when she finished. “His energy isn’t here. Not at all.”


  “In plain English?” Matt asked.


  “It means he may be at the well, or back at the house, or anywhere, for that matter. From what you told me, I would suspect he’s latched onto Steve again.”


  “But he’s been acting normal,” Sami protested.


  “That doesn’t mean anything,” Julie explained. “And it doesn’t mean I’m right, either. He might have gone on elsewhere, and Steve’s fine.”


  Matt shook his head. “Not from what I saw.”


  “You may be right.” She circled George Simpson’s grave, spiraling out in increasing circles, dodging saplings and the other markers. She stopped and took her bearings. “This is Peter Michaels’s grave.”


  “How can you tell?”


  She held up the paper. “It was unmarked, but it’s in the right spot according to the records I found. Plus, it feels right. If you’ll look, there’s a slight indentation where the ground sunk in when his coffin rotted.”


  She was right. Even with the cushion of pine needles, they made out the distinct shape.


  Sami found a rock off to the side of the clearing that wasn’t part of one of the cairns. “He needs something.” She set it at one end of the depression.


  Julie nodded and performed another ritual over the grave. When she finished, she flipped the paper over and went to one of the cairns and started pacing off distances. She retrieved a silk pouch from the pile of items and used the contents to create a circle around an area.


  “Don’t cross the circle,” she warned them, leaving a small, open section. “Come through this way.” They obeyed.


  Sami felt the chill in the air. “What do we do now?”


  “Repeat what I tell you to say, and do what I tell you to do.” She shoved the paper in her pocket and grabbed a few more items from the pile. Once inside the circle, she closed it.


  The ritual took twenty minutes. Most of it was in English, and didn’t sound too different from the house cleansing ritual. Some of it was in a singsong language Sami suspected might be Gaelic. At times Julie asked Sami and Matt to sprinkle the contents of something they held, or repeat a part of the ritual.


  At the end, Julie took the contents of one last pouch and sprinkled the herbs into the dirt at the center of the circle, mixing the dirt and herbs and some drier leaves and grasses. She lit the small pile with a match.


  “I ask all souls and energies still trapped here to release, to leave, to continue their journey. We hear your cries, and beg your understanding. We ask only positive energies with the best interests of this place remain, to protect, to heal, to bless. So we ask it, so mote it be.” She heaped dirt on the small fire, putting it out. She mixed the ashes well, ensuring they would not reignite. Not difficult considering how damp it was to begin with.


  The wind suddenly picked up, swirling and howling around them. The leaves in the center of the circle danced, caught in a mini dust devil, which picked up and dispersed.


  A beam of sunlight hit inside the cemetery, transforming the gloomy clearing into an almost cheery place.


  Julie erased the circle. “You can move now.”


  Sami and Matt were too stunned. Matt found his voice first. “What the hell was that?”


  “Evelyn and her children.”


  “They’re gone?”


  Julie shrugged. “It’s like they say in the bars at closing time—you don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here. Whether they chose to move on or go to the house or wherever, that’s up to them. I acknowledged their final resting place and gave them the permission they needed to move on, wherever that is.”


  Julie packed her bag as if it what happened was the most normal thing in the world. “Where’s the well?”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve wondered if he should take a Valium and lie down.


  Maybe I should swallow the whole bottle. It would make Sami’s life easier.


  He walked into the dining room and examined some of Julie’s equipment. Much of it looked very expensive. It was hard to reconcile high tech with the herbs and essential oils.


  If Sami wanted to do it, what would it hurt? Especially if it helped her with her book. She deserved it. She was a good writer. It wasn’t fair she didn’t get as much recognition as he did. He just hit it lucky.


  Steve noticed an appointment book next to one of the equipment bags. Out of curiosity he opened it. It took him a moment to understand what he was looking at, but the voice told him he was an idiot if he didn’t see the proof right in front of him.


  He walked into the kitchen and considered the bottle of Valium, pushed behind his oral antibiotics and other medicines. It would be easy to swallow it all, maybe chased with the whiskey from the toilet.


  Then the voice spoke from out of the darkness with other ideas.


   


  * * * *


   


  It threatened rain again, but they found the location in a few minutes. Matt studied the nearby trees. “We can loop the come-along cable around the base of one of them and drag the lid off sideways, I think. We won’t be able to lift it.”


  Julie agreed. “Looks like it’ll slide off. Maybe not easily, but it should move.”


  A low rumble of thunder sounded. They watched the clouds roll in again.


  “I think we need to get back to the house,” Matt suggested, “or we’ll get soaked.”


  They sprinted the last twenty yards. The sky opened up. From the safety of the porch they watched the wind whip, thrashing the tops of the slash pines, horizontal sheets of rain blowing and quickly filling depressions in the yard with water.


  “I’m glad I left the barn open,” Sami said. The horses were nowhere to be seen. They were smart enough to seek shelter inside.


  They stomped the caked mud off their shoes and entered the living room. Pog still lay curled on the window seat and looking miserable.


  Steve watched the noon news on a Tampa station. “I was about to call you. There’s a feeder band coming through. They issued a tornado watch for the area.”


  “What have you been doing?” Sami asked, noting a black smudge on his hand.


  He looked at it, puzzled, and wiped at it. “I don’t know what that is.” He went into the downstairs bathroom.


  The meteorologist explained Doppler radar signatures to the audience. The entire county lay under a watch, and this was only the front edge of the band.


  “…expect gusting winds, heavy rain up to six inches in areas, possible localized flooding, and stay indoors…”


  “No shit,” said Matt, making Julie giggle. “Going out in this slop is crazy.”


  “Why don’t I make lunch?” Sami headed for the kitchen.


  “I’ll help,” Julie volunteered.


  “No, that’s okay. You and Matt catch Steve up. I’ll have it ready in a few minutes.”


  Matt didn’t look happy about spending time with Steve and Julie, but he didn’t argue.


  Sami listened to their conversation from the kitchen. She nearly tripped over Pog’s full bowl and scooted it out of the way. How much was Steve feeding the dog, anyway? She wanted to make sure she heard what they said. Julie explained a full house cleansing ritual, bottom to top, and what it entailed.


  It didn’t take Sami long to prepare lunch, and she called everyone into the kitchen.


  Julie looked disappointed. “I don’t think we’re going back to the well this afternoon.”


  “From the looks of it, it’s a real frog-strangler.” Steve smiled. “But you can do your other stuff here in the house, can’t you?”


  Julie nodded. “It’ll take a few hours at least.” They all jumped at a loud crack of thunder.


  After lunch they returned to the living room to check the radar. They were socked in.


  “Hope you don’t have plans later,” Matt said to Julie.


  She shook her head. “No, I’m all yours today.”


  Sami knew it was an unintended remark. The women exchanged glances, and Julie apologized with her eyes.


  Steve, on the other hand, misinterpreted the comment in the best possible way. “You know, Julie, Matt is staying with us for at least a couple of weeks. The two of you ought to go out.”


  “I’d like that.”


  Matt started to reply when lightning flashed outside, followed almost immediately by a loud bang. Pog yelped, cowering at Sami’s feet. Then the power blinked off.


  “Shit,” Sami said.


  A moment later they heard a rumble, like an engine starting, and the lights flickered back to life.


  “Hey, I forgot about the generator,” Steve said. He found the remote control and turned the TV and satellite box back on.


  Nothing but snow.


  “Great,” Sami said. “Lightning must have zapped them.”


  “It might be the storm,” Julie said. “I know my satellite sometimes goes out when it gets very windy.”


  “Well, no more SpongeBob for me today,” Steve joked. “Why don’t we get started?”


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve felt better after eating lunch and taking his medicine, his head clear and full of ideas. Sami wasn’t the only one who’d benefit from this, he thought.


  Julie remembered Matt’s original tour of the house was interrupted by their discovery in the attic. All four went upstairs, Steve in the lead this time, Sami bringing up the rear.


  Finding nothing, they descended to the second floor. They started with the two unused bedrooms, not much of interest there. Steve led the way to the guest room. “This is where Matt’s staying,” he said, stepping all the way in between the bed and dresser so everyone could fit. “Have you heard anything odd in here, Matt?”


  Matt shook his head. “All quiet.”


  Did he blush?


  Sami led the way to the guest bathroom, followed by Julie and Matt. Steve started after them when he again noticed the grocery receipts on the dresser. He really looked at them this time.


  He read the one on top, his eyes widening, and quickly pocketed them before joining the others.


   


  * * * *


   


  The tour finished in the master bedroom. “I will admit,” Sami said, “that I have seen something here.”


  “What was it?” Julie asked. This was part of their prearranged plan.


  “Well, it was a woman, tied to the bed, being raped.”


  Julie’s eyes widened. “Oh my gosh!”


  Steve’s brow furrowed. “Sami, why didn’t you say anything before?”


  “I didn’t want to worry you. You had enough on your plate without thinking I was crazy.”


  “You should have told me.”


  Julie interrupted, returning to their script. “Who do you think it is?”


  “I’m supposing Evelyn Simpson. I have a feeling George is her attacker.”


  “How was the room arranged?”


  Sami thought for a moment, then she shuddered for real. “Actually, I think it might have been arranged exactly like this.”


  “What about the bed?” Julie asked.


  “Oh, the mattress was new when we got here. We had to rip the plastic off of it.”


  “No, I meant the frame itself.”


  Sami turned to the four-poster bed, then her eyes widened in genuine horror. “Oh my God! It is!”


  Why hadn’t she put two and two together? Of course it was the original bed frame. She didn’t think she could sleep in the bed now that she knew.


  “Why don’t we go through the rest of the house?” Julie suggested.


  “You go on,” Steve said. “I’ll catch up. Little boys’ room.”


  Sami wasn’t sure what lay behind his smile, but there was something going on. She shut the door behind her and followed Matt and Julie downstairs.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve locked the bathroom door and took the receipts from his pocket with trembling hands. The first was a receipt from Winn-Dixie for soda water, orange juice—


  And condoms.


  The time-date stamp read Sunday night.


  After Matt arrived. And before Matt was introduced to Julie.


  Why would his best friend buy condoms?


  Because he’s fucking your wife, you idiot.


  The other receipt had only one item on it, a bottle of vodka from the liquor store, purchased a few minutes after the other items.


  Images flooded into his mind again…Sami and Matt in the guest bathroom…drinks…then into the guest room to make love…


  Steve wanted to die. Anything to make the images go away.


  He clutched the sink for support, the receipts balled up in his hand. He looked into the mirror and saw the other face, the rough, ragged, wild-eyed man of his dreams.


  Was it him? Was it really him?


  Steve touched his cheek with his hand. The mirror man touched his cheek.


  Steve smiled.


  The man in the mirror leered back.


  More images flooded in. Matt and Sami slept together. They were lovers before Steve met her. They found the basement room, knew he was drinking.


  He awoke on the cool tile a few minutes later to the sound of Sami tapping on the door.


  “Steve, are you okay?” she called out.


  He pushed himself up and grinned into the mirror. “Yes, I’m okay. I’ll be out in a minute.”


  He heard her leave the bedroom and shut the door behind her.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami rejoined Matt and Julie in the living room. Sami arrived in time to catch Pog trying to drink out of the downstairs toilet. “Pog!” She pulled him out and closed the door. “Go into the kitchen, drink from your bowl.”


  Matt walked past the kitchen doorway and saw Pog’s food dish was still full. “He must be upset because of the storm.”


  Sami called to the dog. “Pog, come.” She walked into the kitchen


  Pog walked over to the kitchen doorway and sat.


  He refused to budge.


  Matt, Sami, and Julie exchanged looks. Sami grabbed Pog’s bowl and carried it closer to the doorway. “Poggy, please, come.”


  Pog looked at her and whined.


  Matt grabbed the dog’s collar. Pog scrabbled frantically, trying not to be dragged through the dead zone.


  “No, Matt, stop. Let him go.” Sami brought Pog’s food bowl into the living room where the dog practically inhaled it. She brought his water bowl, and he drank as if dying of thirst.


  Julie’s mouth set in a grim line. “George Simpson’s back. And I’m willing to bet he’s really, really pissed.”


  
Chapter Thirty-Four


   


  Sami returned the empty bowls to the kitchen. “What do we do?” she whispered.


  Julie handed out supplies and equipment. “We need to get back into that room and cleanse it again, once and for all, and work our way through the whole house, bottom to top.”


  “What about Steve?” Sami whispered. “Don’t we need to do something to him?”


  “Hopefully, with him in the house, we won’t have to do anything else. If we do, I’ve got the rituals ready.”


  Matt glanced up the stairs. “What about the basement room? How do we explain?”


  “Let me handle that,” Julie said. “The two of you play dumb. Most importantly, act normal. Pretend we don’t know about George.”


  They heard the master bedroom door open and Steve returned. “Are you ready?”


  “We need to go through the whole house and see if we can get any readings with the equipment first,” Julie explained. “When we do the rituals, we’ll start in the basement. When that’s finished, we’ll scan again, see if there’s any difference.”


  Steve nodded. “That sounds logical. It is sort of a science, isn’t it?”


  Julie nodded. Sami had no idea how Julie acted calm. Sami felt her heart would explode, it pounded so hard.


  “I’m going to stay here for this round, if you don’t mind,” Steve said. “I’m pretty tired, but I would like to see when you get to the ritual part. Or if you find anything interesting.”


  Sami desperately searched for any hint of George Simpson in her husband’s demeanor.


  He returned to the couch and lay down, trying the TV again.


  “Can I get you anything?” Sami asked him.


  Steve shook his head and smiled. “No, I’m okay. Thanks, babe.”


   


  * * * *


   


  They returned to the attic and scanned it, raising their voices over the roar of rain on the tin roof.


  By the time they worked their way to the first floor they had picked up nothing on the equipment. Their nerves were shot.


  Steve was dozing on the couch. He opened his eyes when he heard them return.


  “Done already?”


  Julie shook her head. “We still have to finish this floor, then downstairs.”


  He closed his eyes again. “Wake me if anything interesting happens.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami, Matt, and Julie went to the basement. With the door closed behind them, Julie whispered, “Here’s our chance. Matt, set up the FLIR. Point it at the bookcase. Sami, do you have clothes in your dryer?”


  Sami nodded.


  “Are they warm?”


  Sami opened the door. “No.”


  “Crank it up.”


  “What—”


  “Just do it!” Julie snapped.


   


  * * * *


   


  The others were downstairs. Steve went to the kitchen to take another Valium. He desperately needed it. Sami might be disappointed he slept the afternoon away, but he worried what might happen if he didn’t. He reached for the bottle of pills, pausing while the voice screamed at him again out of the darkness.


  There was only one way to silence it.


  He put on a kettle of water to make iced tea. He filled the pitcher with ice, tea bags, a couple of scoops of sugar. He added the hot water and stirred briskly until everything dissolved. He tasted it, added a little more sugar, stirred, then tasted it. There was only a slight bitterness that could be explained away as strong tea taste.


  He put the pitcher in the fridge to chill.


  Then he went into the bathroom and locked the door behind him. With shaking hands, he quietly lifted the toilet tank lid.


  There was the bottle, already missing a quarter of its contents. He couldn’t remember when he drank it.


  Steve squeezed his eyes shut as tears rolled down his cheeks. He was losing the battle, and he knew it. All he wanted was for this to be over.


  He prayed Matt kept his promise.


   


  * * * *


   


  After a few minutes, the clothes were hot. “Hand them here,” Julie said.


  “What do you want?”


  “Whatcha got?”


  “Towels?”


  “Perfect.”


  Sami tossed her several. Julie balled them up and tucked them around the bookcase, then sat and waited for a minute.


  “What are you doing?” Matt asked.


  Sami got it right away. “Genius! The FLIR will pick up the heat signature.”


  Julie smiled. “Instant activity. What does it look like on camera, Matt?”


  He looked. “Pretty damn spooky, if you didn’t know it was a bunch of towels.”


  “Perfect.” She waited a moment more, then pulled them down and tossed them back to Sami. “Put them in the dryer.”


  Julie took over the camera, hitting record. “This camera doesn’t have audio, only video.” In the viewfinder was a perfectly spooky-looking shape but with no real-life counterpart.


  Julie looked at them. “Showtime.” In a very loud voice, “Oh my God, look at that!” She pointed to Matt.


  “Holy crap!” he mustered, shrugging at Sami.


  “What the hell is that?” Sami said, louder than necessary.


  They looked up, collectively holding their breath. They heard Steve’s footsteps in the kitchen, and the door opened. “What’s going on?”


  Julie cued Sami. “Steve, you’ve got to see this!” Sami called out.


  “Okay. Be right there.” He made his way down the stairs while Matt, Sami, and Julie oohed and ahhed over their “ghost.”


  They broke ranks so Steve could look. His eyes widened. “What the hell is that?”


  “It’s a signature,” Julie explained. “There’s something behind that bookcase.”


  Sami couldn’t read Steve’s expression. He sounded a little out of it. “How can you tell?”


  “Because we weren’t recording when it started, but all of a sudden it sort of oozed from the wall. By the time we hit record, it was already there. I bet that’s a false wall.”


  Julie went to the bookcase and started investigating, as if she had never seen it before.


  Matt and Sami pitched in. Steve tried to help, and Sami shooed him away. “Your stitches,” she admonished.


  He nodded and sat down, watching the camera screen.


  There was another loud, close crack of thunder. “Oh,” Steve said. “The phone’s out. I was using the DSL when it died.”


  “Thank God for cell phones,” Matt said, kicking himself. His was up on the dining room table, next to his laptop. At least he had his car keys.


  They kept up the act for several minutes. Matt pretended to discover the latch when he “accidentally” dropped the flashlight and had to kneel to retrieve it from under the bottom shelf.


  The bookcase swung open. Steve stood while the other three backed away, as if in surprise.


  “What the hell?” Matt said.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami and Julie started to cross the doorway, and Matt stopped them. “Steve, can you carry the camera? You and I should check this out.”


  Steve nodded and slowly rose to his feet, shuffling into the doorway behind Matt. “What am I looking for?” he asked Julie.


  “Anything that’s a heat or cold source that’s not one of us,” Julie said.


  Matt played the flashlight around the room. “Wow, holy crap, look at all this.”


  Steve followed the beam of Matt’s flashlight with the camera. “I don’t see anything weird,” he said. “At least, I don’t think I do.”


  “What are those?” Matt said, examining the whiskey cases.


  You know damn well what those are. “Don’t know.” They moved closer. Steve tried to joke. “Damn, too bad I was a beer man.”


   


  * * * *


   


  “What is it?” Sami called in.


  “Come on in,” Matt answered.


  They crowded in and examined the contents. “We can start the cleansing ritual here,” Julie said. “This is perfect. I bet this was George’s secret hiding spot.”


  Steve set the camera on the table and pulled down a box. “Hey, Sami, look at this!” Smiling his old smile, he opened a bag and showed her the paper money.


  “Holy crap!”


  He rifled through it. “You’re going to have fun with this.”


  “We,” Sami gently corrected.


  He looked confused. “Huh?”


  “You’re my husband. We.”


  Matt watched the interplay and bit his tongue. He’d insisted on playing the parts. Sami was doing quite well. He almost believed it himself.


  They huddled around the note on the table. Matt was afraid to read it again, afraid of the reaction he’d have. His attention was focused elsewhere on the table. The level in the bottle was lower than before.


  Steve had visited the room again. But when?


   


  * * * *


   


  Julie gathered them and explained the ritual.


  “Before we get started, can we take a break?” Steve asked. “I’m sorry I’m such a drag, I’m just tired.”


  “We need to finish your next round of meds, too,” Sami said.


  He shook his head. “That can wait.” Sami started to protest, and he smiled. “I’m not a kid, it’s okay. I feel fine, just tired. I’ve been up and down the stairs all day, more than I have in a week or so. I need a break. I made some iced tea, if anyone wants some.”


  “That would be great, thank you,” Julie said.


  They followed Steve upstairs, which was a good thing because Pog was in the kitchen, drinking from his bowl. Julie, Sami, and Matt exchanged surprised looks behind Steve’s back without him noticing.


  While Steve poured the tea, Matt made the excuse of going to the bathroom. On the way he grabbed and pocketed his cell. He could use the downstairs bathroom, but wanted to get the watch from his drawer to give to Julie. He used the upstairs bathroom and fetched the watch.


  He paused, looking at the dresser. Something was missing. His change was there, and his Ohio keys. The rental car keys were in his pocket.


  Shaking his head, he returned to the kitchen.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt dropped the watch into one of Julie’s bags, then returned to the kitchen. He gratefully took a glass of tea from Steve and drained half in a few swallows. Sami and Julie wandered into the dining room to go over the ritual items. Steve attentively listened to the explanations.


  Pog nosed Matt. “What’s the matter boy, feeling ignored?” The dog pawed him. Matt laughed. “Go lay down.”


  Pog padded out of the kitchen, casting a glance over his shoulder.


  Matt’s attention drifted. It was only three o’clock, but felt a lot later because of the storm. The wind had died down some but the rain still fell hard and steady. The main road would be total slop.


  He drank more tea. Steve appeared normal, which was a good thing, he supposed. Maybe this will work out for the best.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami finished her tea. Julie drained hers and handed the glass to Steve. “Thank you. That was good.”


  “You’re welcome.” He took the glasses into the kitchen.


  The women talked for a few more minutes when Julie paused, as if losing her train of thought.


  “What’s wrong?” Sami asked.


  Julie shook her head. “I don’t feel so good.” She sat down. “I don’t feel good at all.”


  “Would you like to lay down?” Steve asked.


  Worry creased her face. “No, actually, I think it might not be a bad idea for me to go home.”


  Sami tried to talk her out of leaving. Matt appeared in the kitchen doorway. “What’s wrong?”


  “Julie’s not feeling good.”


  “Want me to drive you?” Matt asked, not feeling too good himself all of a sudden.


  “No, I’ll be okay. My Element has four-wheel drive, I can make it. I’ll come back tomorrow to finish.” She retrieved her purse and keys, and Sami walked her to the front door.


  Sami watched as Julie stumbled through the puddles to her Element, climbed inside, and tried to start it. After a few minutes, she returned to the house. “I think the battery’s dead.”


  Steve stepped forward and caught her arm as she stumbled coming through the front door. “You should go upstairs and lie down. Do you have AAA?”


  She nodded. “I’ll have to call them.”


  “Give me your card. I’ll call them for you. You go upstairs and lay down.”


  Sami watched her nod. Julie sat on the bottom stair while she fumbled through her wallet. Finding it, she handed Steve the card.


  Steve smiled. “Let me find my cell phone. The landline’s still out.”


  Matt’s head felt fuzzy. He handed Steve his phone. “Here, use mine.” He stepped back into the kitchen and sat at the table. He felt woozy all of a sudden. Like he could close his eyes and go to sleep. Must be the weather.


  The three empty glasses sat on the table.


  Something tried to push through Matt’s mind, an idea he couldn’t quite grasp.


  Three glasses. Why did that bother him so much?


  He spotted an empty pill bottle on the counter.


   


  * * * *


   


  It has to be the weather. Sami yawned, wanting to curl up and go to sleep. “I’ll be right back,” she said, going upstairs. It took a lot of effort to make it up the stairs to the master bathroom.


  She splashed water on her face and braced herself against the sink. Maybe she needed coffee.


  Looking down, she spotted a small, balled-up wad of paper on the floor behind the door. She picked it up and unrolled the grocery receipts.


  Her heart raced, chasing a little of the fogginess from her brain.


  Then she realized Steve hadn’t drank any iced tea.


  It all clicked together. The black smudges she spotted on Steve’s hand earlier. He did something to Julie’s car.


  I have to warn the others.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt stared at the empty pill bottle.


  His gaze returned to the empty glasses.


  The pill bottle.


  He wanted to put his head down and sleep. What is wrong with me?


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami didn’t trust her legs. She clung to the banister all the way down the stairs. She heard Steve in the dining room, talking with AAA.


  Julie’s eyes were closed. Her head rested against the wall.


  “Julie,” she whispered, shaking her. “Wake up!”


  Julie’s eyelids fluttered. She mumbled something. Sami knew it was useless. Whatever it was, it hit her, too. She felt she’d be out in a few minutes. They had to get out of the house. Matt would have his keys. They’d use his car.


  Where was Matt?


  Sami tried to make it to the kitchen but collapsed on the couch. Looking through the kitchen doorway, she spotted Matt at the kitchen table, totally zoned out. He looked at her as her vision swam.


  Steve walked out of the dining room. Sami felt powerless to stand. He watched her while he talked on the cell and checked Julie, who was now softly snoring with her head tilted back against the wall.


  Steve peeked his head around the kitchen doorway, saw Matt, and in mid-sentence he stopped talking and pocketed the phone. Sami realized with growing horror he had not made any call.


  Steve smiled. It was George Simpson’s red-eyed leer. He walked over to Sami. It was all she could do to focus her vision.


  “I know,” he whispered. “I know what you did with him.” He hooked a thumb toward the kitchen. “I know you’re a lyin’, poisonous whore. But that one”—he pointed to Julie—“is trying to kill me. Don’t worry. I’ll show all of you.” He pulled Sami to him and kissed her roughly, jamming his tongue into her mouth.


  She was powerless to pull away and tasted the whiskey on his breath. It might be her husband’s body, but this wasn’t Steve.


  It was George Simpson.


  He roughly shoved her back onto the couch. Then she watched as he walked to the downstairs bathroom. She heard the sound of ceramic rattling. A moment later, he returned with a whiskey bottle and took a long, deep slug straight from it.


  As Steve walked into the kitchen, Sami’s voice failed her. Why couldn’t she move? She had to warn Matt.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt watched Steve walk over to Sami. At least Steve seemed fine. Steve leaned over and kissed Sami. She looked like she was trying to pull away but didn’t have the strength.


  Matt felt his anger rise as realization dawned. He struggled to stand. Using the table for support, he moved close enough to read the pill bottle label.


  Steve Corey. Dated Tuesday. Thirty pills.


  Valium.


  All gone.


  Three glasses.


  Matt stared at the nearly empty pitcher of iced tea and knew.


  He stumbled for the kitchen door. He had to get out of the house. Steve had his cell phone. Matt thought he could get to his car.


  He didn’t hear Steve walk into the kitchen behind him and grab the heavy, cast-iron skillet off the stove.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami couldn’t keep her eyes open. What had Steve done to them? Steve turned to where Matt staggered toward the kitchen door. As Steve grabbed the skillet, Sami tried to yell a warning, but it came out a weak moan.


  Steve swung the pan, connecting with the back of Matt’s head with a sick, dull clang. Matt collapsed to the floor with a sickening thud. She sobbed as Steve leaned over Matt’s body. Then he turned to her and grinned.


  “How’d you like that backhand, Sami?”


  She blacked out.


   


  * * * *


   


  The dreams sickened Sami. Spanish conquistadors abducting and raping an Indian girl. The tribe massacring the attackers later that night. She watched the Simpson family’s final afternoon play out. How George murdered the children and burned their bodies, how he raped and killed Evelyn.


  And Tom Prescott. She saw the final day play out there, too. No, make that George Simpson. Or was it the final Spaniard? Lisa transformed into Evelyn and the Indian girl in Tom Prescott’s mind, before he raped and killed her.


  Knowing it was a dream, Sami struggled to awaken but couldn’t.


   


  * * * *


   


  Steve made sure the women were passed out. He’d deal with Sami last. A trickle of blood ran down the side of Matt’s head and pooled on the linoleum beneath him. He didn’t have time to take care of him properly now. Maybe later, drop him in the old well if he could figure out how to get there and get the cover off. Or maybe…


  He looked at the basement door. He’d shove the body down there. Bury him later in the hidden room. The floor in there was dirt. No one would ever find him. He could piss on his grave when he felt like it.


  “Fucking his wife?” He kicked Matt’s body. “You’re his friend, you fucking asshole! You thought I wouldn’t find out? Thought I wouldn’t see what you did with his wife?” He kicked him again. Tears streamed down Steve’s face as he stared at where Matt lay on the floor.


  The voice screamed out of the darkness.


  You’re wasting time!


  Steve sobbed as he dragged the body toward the door. “Matt, you promised me,” he cried as he struggled to move his friend’s still form. Steve was a little taller than Matt, but Matt was brawny and outweighed him by a good twenty-five pounds. “You promised me you’d protect Sami, now look what happened. You promised me!”


  With a final, anguished sob, he rolled Matt’s body down the stairs and bolted the door.


  Steve’s side hurt, like he’d pulled stitches again.


  Quit acting like a chickenshit, the voice growled. Grow a set of balls, for chrissake.


  Steve wept as he used paper towels to clean the bloody smears before they dried on the kitchen floor. He took another swig from the bottle to steady his nerves. The liquor calmed him, like it always had.


  The voice told him what to do next. Steve cried as he rooted through the kitchen drawers until he found what he needed.


  
Chapter Thirty-Five


   


  Julie felt she was being dragged and tried to resist. She struggled to open her eyes, pull away from the hand embedded in her hair. A fist punched her in the back of the head and pain blossomed behind her eyes before she passed out again.


  When she woke up and tried to move, she discovered her arms and legs were bound. As she came to her senses, she realized where she was.


  She screamed.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami heard screams from somewhere in the distance. She had to open her eyes. She rolled off the couch onto the floor and managed to focus on her watch. It was almost five. She’d been out nearly two hours.


  Matt!


  She looked across the floor into the kitchen but didn’t see him. When she tried to get up, everything swam.


  Darkness overtook her again.


   


  * * * *


   


  George set the bottle on the dresser and advanced on Julie. “You scream again, gonna cut your tongue out,” he growled, waving the knife at her.


  She shrank from his touch, trying to disappear into the bed. He ran the tip of the knife down her chin to her chest and slipped it under the neckline of her shirt. “You gonna be quiet?”


  She nodded, tears rolling down her face.


  “Good, because I don’t wanna have to gag you.” He licked the side of her face, tasting her tears and smiling that horrible, evil grin. “I wanna hear you beg for it, whore. You’re all whores, ain’t ya? You changed your hair color, Ev, but I still see it’s you.”


  Julie closed her eyes and tried to turn her face away. He sliced her shirt down the front, then her bra, roughly yanking the fabric out of the way.


  “That’s better. And this.” He grabbed her crystal pouch and ripped it from her neck. She cried out as the cord painfully bit into her flesh before snapping. He threw the pouch to the side where it hit the wall and fell to the floor.


  The tip of the knife pressed against her lips. “I told you to behave. Look at me.”


  She forced her eyes open. George’s horrifying expression terrified her.


  Suddenly, the reddish glow in his eyes disappeared. He pulled the knife away. When a look of abject horror washed over his face, Julie felt hope.


  “Steve? Is that you?”


  Steve sat back, dropping the knife to the bed and grabbing his head in his hands. “God, what’s happening to me?”


  This was her only chance. “Steve, please, let me go! Now, before George comes back! It’s okay. I can help you.”


  He fell off the bed and used the dresser to pull himself upright as he moaned in pain.


  “Steve, please, hurry! Before he comes back!”


  Her hopes soared, then crashed as he reached for the bottle on top of the dresser and took several long swallows.


  When he turned, Steve was nowhere to be seen. George rubbed his right side, wincing a little.


  “Nice try,” George said, grinning as he retrieved the knife. “Let’s see what else you’re hiding under them clothes.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami felt something wet on her face, rolled over, and realized Pog was licking her.


  What happened? She tried to sit up, felt the world swim, but managed to get to her knees using the couch for support.


  “Matt!”


  He wasn’t in the kitchen. Had she imagined it? Was it all a dream?


  Julie wasn’t at the base of the stairs. Her purse lay there, knocked over and the contents spilled.


  Sami opened the front door, still confused, unsure what to do, trying to clear the fog in her brain. Pog pushed past her, whining. Without thinking she grabbed his leash from the hook by the door, clipped it to his collar, then shoved him out the porch screen door.


  “Go!” she whispered. “Run!”


  Pog was no Lassie. The dog might only go as far as the barn, but hopefully he’d stay out of Steve’s reach. The Lab finally turned and disappeared into the rain.


  Sami stepped into the living room, getting her legs back, when she heard the generator shut down. The house plunged into darkness. Filled with purple gloom, deep shadows darkened the interior.


  Without the sounds of the air-conditioning or generator to mask them, Sami heard noises from the bedroom and was about to start upstairs when she recognized the source. She fought her rising bile and turned to the kitchen to look for a weapon when the sounds rose in crescendo, finally stopping with a loud, satisfied male grunt.


  The bedroom door opened. Sami dashed into the dining room, looking for her cell. It wasn’t on the table where she’d left it. She cowered against the wall inside the dining room doorway, trapped, as heavy footfalls sounded on the stairs. Halfway down, she heard George’s voice yell.


  “Sami?”


  She heard him walk toward the kitchen. She ventured a peek around the corner. He was naked from the waist down and rubbing his right side. He spotted the open front door and walked to it.


  “SAMI!” he roared.


  She ducked behind the wall again and heard him slam the door so hard a window broke.


  Upstairs, Julie cried out.


  “I TOLD YA TO KEEP YER MOUTH SHUT, WOMAN!” he roared, pounding up the stairs.


  When Sami heard the bedroom door slam shut she raced to the kitchen in search of a knife.


  The drawer was empty, except for a potato peeler.


  Dammit! She tried the phone.


  Dead.


  Where’s Matt?


  She spotted the frying pan on the table. As much as she didn’t want to touch it, it was her only choice.


  Upstairs, she heard the grunts resume, punctuated by Julie’s weak cries. Before Sami reached the stairs, she heard them increase in tempo again. Then George’s guttural yell cracked through Sami’s mental paralysis.


  Julie sobbed. He screamed, “STOP IT! I TOLD YOU TO STOP IT, YOU POISONOUS WHORE!”


  Sami heard a muffled series of sickening slaps. Julie’s cries ceased. Sami stepped toward the doorway when she heard George get out of bed. A moment later, the bedroom door opened.


  Sami bolted through the outside kitchen door and down the steps into the rain. He’d probably look for her in the barn first. She ran around the back of the house and crouched behind the generator, the only other place to hide. It was that or risk trying to run across open ground to get to the woods, and she wasn’t sure she was awake enough yet to manage that.


  Sami waited. The rain quickly soaked her to the skin and she shivered. Still, she kept her fingers tightly locked around the handle of the skillet.


   


  * * * *


   


  George yelled Sami’s name out the kitchen door. “Goddamn bitch,” he muttered. He walked into the carport, where he spied the jerry cans of diesel.


  Yes, a little light to see what he was doing. He’d take care of Sami after he finished with Evelyn. She might be crying, but she was loving every minute of it. All whores loved it, wanted a man to teach them a lesson.


  He grabbed a diesel can and pain ripped through his side as he lifted it. He switched to his left arm. That was better.


  The generator was around back. He’d fill it, and when he was done with Evelyn, he’d hunt down Sami.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami heard George muttering as he approached. She ducked around the other side of the house and snuck in through the front living room door.


  She raced up the stairs into the bedroom. Julie was tied to the bed, naked, ravaged, lying motionless.


  “Julie, we’ve got to go now!” Sami whispered. She tried to untie her, but the knots were too tight.


  Blood trickled from Julie’s nose, her eyes open and motionless. Sami realized she wasn’t breathing.


  She tried to find a pulse and couldn’t.


  “Oh, God!” Sami backed away. Julie’s lips looked blue, her face battered and bruised.


  The lights came on as she heard the sound of the generator starting. Sami didn’t see any of the missing kitchen knives around, so she snatched the skillet from the bed. A glance out the back window, and she saw Steve closing the lid on the generator case.


  She raced downstairs again.


  Where the hell did Matt go? Julie was smaller than Matt, a lot smaller. Sami could believe Steve forcing her upstairs, but Matt was solid. No way Steve could have dragged him far. Not in his condition.


  George, she corrected herself. That wasn’t her husband. He was George Simpson.


  Sami ducked behind the dining room wall again as George walked in the front door, not bothering to shut it behind him. He stood there for a moment. From her hiding place, she listened to his ragged breathing.


  “Evelyn!” he roared. “Get yerself ready. I want ya waitin’ for me, ya whore!”


  One hundred percent George. Not a bit of Steve. Even his voice sounded different.


  Sami squeezed her eyes shut. Fighting the urge to vomit, Sami listened to him slowly mount the stairs, ranting and raving. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she bolted for the open front door.


   


  * * * *


   


  George stood in the front doorway for a moment. He saw the wet tracks leading into the house and up the stairs and grinned.


  Sami was here. She’d come back.


  George roared up the stairs at Evelyn. He still had some life in him yet, and wanted to get the most mileage he could out of her while he could. She’d finally stopped fighting. He’d told her to lie back and enjoy it, because all whores enjoyed it.


  Although he had to admit he liked it better when they fought.


  The thought made him really hard again. He slowly started up the stairs. What he had waiting for him pushed thoughts of Sami out of his mind for now. She couldn’t get far. He’d chased the horses out of the pasture while the others went to the cemetery, and he’d disabled the cars. The only working car was Matt’s, but he was dead, locked down in the basement, keys in his pockets.


  Sami wasn’t going far in this storm.


  He heard a noise behind him and turned to see Sami race out the front door.


  “Whore!” He thundered after her. So close, he had to give chase.


   


  * * * *


   


  Blind panic struck Sami. George had killed Julie. Matt was most likely dead. She’d grab one of the horses and ride to the ranger station for help.


  Steve thundered down the steps behind her, but she had at least thirty yards on him. She burst into the barn, snatching a lead rope from the hook inside the door as she passed.


  The barn was empty.


  She raced through the barn into the pasture, scanning, desperate. They were nowhere to be seen. Across the field, she spotted the open gate.


  “Dammit!”


  “Sami, I’m coming for you! Why doncha let me give it to you? You told him you been wantin’ it!”


  George’s maniacal laugh goaded her into flight. She couldn’t stay and fight. He was strong enough he might be able to overpower her, and she still felt groggy from whatever he’d doped them with. It would take every ounce of her strength to run, much less fight.


  And Steve moved fast.


  She threw the frying pan and lead rope at him and sprinted through the rain to the open gate at the north corner. It was hard to run through the mud, but she followed the trail into the trees. Without the sun to cast shadows she couldn’t be sure she headed the right way. Maybe she could lose him and make it to the ranger office at the campground. They’d have a phone.


  More importantly, maybe they’d have guns.


  George stumbled, close on her heels and gaining ground. She tripped over a tree root, fell, and scrambled to her feet again, covered in mud.


  She didn’t dare look behind her. The sound of George’s hoarse, ragged breathing was enough keep her moving.


  
Chapter Thirty-Six


   


  Matt opened his eyes to darkness. He hurt all over. When he tried to lift his head, agonizing pain made him cry out. He was lying in a weird position and managed to roll over.


  He was at the bottom of the cellar stairs.


  The room slowly came into focus as his eyes adjusted to the dim light trickling through the basement windows.


  Sam!


  He felt his pockets. Steve had his cell phone.


  Matt crawled up the basement stairs, every breath a burning agony. It felt like he’d been kicked in the ribs. At the top of the stairs he pulled himself to a standing position and tried the basement door.


  Locked.


  “Sam!” he yelled. “Julie!”


  Silence.


  He pounded on the door and found the act too painful. He fumbled for the light switch and looked around for anything to open the door with. The hinges were on the kitchen side, so he couldn’t even pry them off.


  Not that he’d have the strength to do it anyway. All he knew was he had to get out and save Sam and Julie.


  If it wasn’t too late.


   


  * * * *


   


  Tom Jenkins hated days like this. Weren’t good for anything but paperwork.


  And he despised paperwork.


  Bob Gardner, his second-in-command, stood at the office door and nursed a cup of coffee. “God, it’s storming out there.”


  “Be glad you only have to walk a few feet home.”


  “Yeah. Hey, what’s that?”


  Tom looked up as Bob set down his mug and walked out to the porch. “Hey, boy. Come here, boy.”


  Tom stood while Bob reappeared with a soaking wet and mud-caked yellow Lab. “Must be from the campground,” Tom said, rounding his desk. “I’ll get a towel.”


  He knelt while Bob held the leash. “Weird he’s got a leash on him,” Bob said.


  Tom nodded. “Must have escaped.” He started toweling the dog dry. He looked familiar.


  Mud caked the collar. He had to wipe the tags clean to read them.


  His radio crackled, interrupting him. “Boss, it’s Scott. You there?”


  He dropped the tags and reached for his radio. “Yeah, go ahead.”


  “There’s two horses running loose up here at the front gate. A buckskin and an appaloosa. Aren’t those the Coreys’ horses?”


  Tom’s blood ran cold. “Yeah. How they look?”


  “Scared to death. They’ve got halters on, but I can’t get close enough to catch them. I don’t see anything wrong with them except they look terrified.”


  “Close the front gate. See if you can lock them into the ATV rental corral.”


  “Roger.”


  “And Scott? Don’t let any civilians in or out of the park.”


  “Out?”


  “You heard me. When you get the horses rounded up, wait for the sheriff’s office. Let them in, lock the gate behind them, and then meet us on the main road at the Coreys’ driveway.” He dropped his radio and read the tags on the dog’s collar, already knowing its identity.


  “Bob,” he said, tossing his keys to him, “go open the gun locker. Get the shotguns. Load them, and grab extra ammo.”


  “What?”


  “Do it!” he ordered, unable to pull his eyes from the name on the tags. “Get one for Scott, too.”


  He released the dog and grabbed the phone.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt’s ribs hurt like hell. He might be able to make it out one of the basement windows, if he could find something to climb on. The stepladder wasn’t there. He looked around, then realized he could barely walk, much less climb. And he couldn’t move any of the furniture in his condition.


  Where was Sam? And Julie? What had Steve done to them?


  If he pulled himself up by the window ledge and stood on his toes, he could see out the window facing the front yard. It was agony, every movement an effort. The vehicles were still there.


  “Help!” he screamed.


  No one.


  He slid down the wall, fighting to stay conscious against the pain.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami headed northwest, toward the campground and ranger headquarters.


  “Gonna make you pay, Sami.” George grunted behind her. She thought she might have pulled further ahead, but with the rain and wind she couldn’t tell. She didn’t dare look back.


  She recognized one of the trails and veered left, toward the ridge overlooking the lake and main pit. If she skirted around to the top, she could take a shortcut trail down the far end of the ridge, ford the small stream fed by the lake, and end up at the campground. It was too steep and crumbly for the horses, but possible on foot.


  Sami tripped over another root, falling face-first into the mud again. As she scrambled to her feet, she heard George’s triumphant cry behind her as he gained a few yards.


  She struggled up the ridge, realizing it was a lot steeper to climb on foot than on horseback. She spotted the ruins and used pine saplings for leverage to pull her way to the top.


  George quickly gained ground, practically running on all fours. “Gonna get you, Sami. Can’t wait to fuck ya, bitch!”


  Sami cried out, climbing harder. How could he move so fast when he was hurt so bad? Steve always was quick on his feet, and George apparently took full advantage of it. At the top of the ridge, she stumbled and almost lost her footing, tripping on the cable partially hidden in the thick muck.


  Nearly a hundred feet below, the lake lay waiting. Storm runoff had turned it creamy orange at the edges, with the center a dark, milky greenish tinge.


  George crested the top of the ridge and slowly advanced, cutting off her escape. He knew she was trapped.


  “Quit runnin’. It just makes me want to fuck you more.” He stopped, stumbled, and dropped to his knees as he rubbed his side. Sami spotted the blood on his shirt and realized at some point he’d yanked out his IV port. She waited for him to move. He looked down and fell still.


  A moment later he looked up, crying.


  Steve.


  “Sami, I love you,” he sobbed.


  She forced herself not to go to him, worried it was a trick. “Steve? I love you, too.” She’d tell George anything if it would get her out of this alive.


  Sami tried to maintain her footing. She stood on the cable, rain turning the clay dirt into slippery goo beneath her feet. About ten feet down the nearly vertical slope behind her, a small stand of pine saplings grew in the muck. Other than that, nothing to stop her from going into the lake.


  Sami forced herself to remain still despite her precarious footing. “Steve, you need to stop what you’re doing. You’re sick. You need help. Tell me what you did to Matt.”


  She knew where Julie was.


  He sobbed harder, clutching his side. “Oh God, Matt! I didn’t want to do it. George made me. I killed him. He told me I had to hit him. George kept showing me all these things. Oh, God, what have I done?”


  “Steve, you can stop this. Fight him!”


  He shook his head, the red blossom under his shirt rapidly spreading. He must have ripped out a bunch of stitches. “I can’t. I’ve tried, Sami, but he’s too strong. Oh, God, I’m so sorry.” He screamed, clutching his side. “Sami, please run! Run now!”


  Before she could, Steve’s face lifted, his mouth set into a fierce snarling grimace.


  “Gonna make you pay, bitch.”


  Steve was gone.


  George lunged.


   


  * * * *


   


  Tom slid the truck to a stop on the main road at the end of the Coreys’ driveway. Scott corralled the horses and admitted the deputies before joining them.


  “I don’t know what we’re going to find,” Tom said, handing Scott a shotgun. “Be prepared.” He hadn’t told the 911 dispatcher exactly what the problem was at the Corey house, but indicated there was a violent domestic dispute in progress.


  The truth was, he didn’t know exactly what the problem was. Only that he suspected there would be blood and bodies involved, if his intuition and past history served him correctly.


  Tom led the way. A small tree had blown down across the drive, but four of them were able to drag it far enough out of the way vehicles could pass.


  Lights shone in the house. When Tom killed the ignition he heard the diesel generator somewhere out back.


  Rain beat against his hat, splashing in cold rivulets along his neck and down his raincoat.


  “Hello? Mrs. Corey? Mr. Corey?”


  They advanced, weapons ready. The front door stood wide open. With guns drawn, the deputies took point and led the way, clearing the first floor.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt realized he’d passed out again. He thought he heard footsteps upstairs, several people moving slowly. He crawled and strained to get to the window, hurting worse now than before.


  Two green Forestry trucks and three sheriff’s cruisers were parked in the front yard.


  “Help!” he screamed. “I’m down here! Help!”


  The men froze. Two deputies went outside to investigate while the rest of the men crept up the stairs. The deputy in the lead spotted Julie first and radioed for an ambulance.


  Scott tripped backward and saw the bathroom, making the toilet before he vomited.


  Outside, the deputies advanced around the house, guns drawn. They saw Matt through the basement window and one yelled, “Hands in the air where I can see them!”


  Matt tried to lift his hands, barely clearing the window sill. “Help, please! Steve locked me down here. You’ve got to save Sam and Julie, he’s going to kill them!”


  The deputy motioned to his partner, who returned to the house and unlocked the basement door. He kept his weapon trained on Matt until the other deputy got downstairs and cleared him.


  “It’s okay,” the deputy yelled from the basement. “Call an ambulance. He’s hurt pretty bad.”


  Matt slowly turned to face the deputy, closing his eyes when he saw the drawn weapon. He slid down the wall, in agony—his ribs, his head. “Please,” Matt gasped, “you’ve got to find them. Steve’s going to kill them!”


  The deputy holstered his gun and went to Matt. “What happened?”


  “Steve, he went crazy. He doped the iced tea, knocked us out. Sam, Julie—you’ve got to stop him before he hurts them!”


  The other deputy appeared at the top of the stairs, looking grim. “There’s a female DOA upstairs.” Then he saw Matt’s anguished look.


  “No!” Matt sobbed, lurching unsteadily to his feet. The deputy tried to calm him, restrain him, then gave up and slung Matt’s arm around his shoulders and half carried him up the stairs to the kitchen.


  The second deputy took Matt’s other arm and they helped him to the couch. Matt wanted to go upstairs, but they wouldn’t let him.


  “There’s nothing you can do for her,” Tom Jenkins said, kneeling in front of him.


  Matt collapsed on the couch. “Oh God, he killed Sam.”


  Tom put out a hand and touched Matt’s arm. “It’s not Mrs. Corey.”


  Matt’s eyes flew open. “Julie?”


  “I don’t know her.”


  Matt pointed to Julie’s purse spilled on the floor at the base of the stairs. One of the deputies went through it and found her wallet.


  Matt felt sick hope. He didn’t want Julie to be dead, but please, please, not his Sam.


  The deputy found her ID and showed it to Tom Jenkins, who nodded. “That’s her. Julie Prescott.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami glanced behind her but held her ground. She offered a silent prayer and touched the black onyx pendant, hoping Julie was right about its protective powers.


  She’d need all the help she could get.


  George charged, stumbling, roaring with rage. Waiting until the absolute last second, Sami dove sideways off the ridge, launching herself at the stand of saplings. If she missed, she’d be in the lake and it wouldn’t matter.


  When she jumped, the cable sprang up out of the muck. She heard George’s angry roar as his foot tangled in it and he went sprawling down the steep embankment behind her.


  Sami snagged the closest sapling, screaming when it gave way in the loose, wet clay, and she lost her grip. She grabbed another. It held but she ripped three nails down to the quick.


  George tumbled after her and snaked out his hand, clutching her ankle.


  Sami almost lost her grip on the sapling as she thrashed her legs against George. The bark ripped at her palms. With her free foot, she tried to gain enough leverage in the crumbling ground to break free from his grasp and climb.


  George screamed, enraged. “Gonna gitcha’!”


  Sami felt the sapling’s roots start to give way in the saturated clay from their combined weight. She looked down, trying to pull her foot loose. George tried to latch on to her other leg with his free hand.


  Suddenly, he went still. She looked again.


  Steve.


  He met her gaze. “Sami,” he gasped, pleading. “Kick him!”


  Her heart tightened. Despite everything, she still loved her husband. “Steve, I can’t do that to you!”


  “You have to. I’m sorry, honey. About everything.”


  “I forgive you. It’s not your fault.” She sobbed. “I love you.”


  “It’s okay. I love you, too, babe. Fight him, or he’ll kill you!”


  As quick as he’d returned, Steve disappeared and George grinned. “That’s right. Quit fightin’, bitch.”


  Sami screamed, her rage and grief exploding as her heel connected with his forehead.


  Runoff from the ridge had filled her shoes with wet, slippery clay. Between the force of her kick and the muck, her shoe slid off and George went tumbling down the steep slope into the lake.


  He did not resurface.


  Sami didn’t know about George, but Steve couldn’t swim.


  The sapling dangerously shifted. She wasn’t out of danger yet. Despite the pain in her bleeding hands, Sami clawed her way up the slope, grabbed the cable at the top, and pulled herself to safety.


  The rain pounded down relentlessly. Once she knew she’d crawled far enough from the edge to not slip over again, she collapsed.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt pushed the EMTs away. “If you want to treat me, fine, but I’m not going to the hospital until we find Sam!”


  Tom Jenkins tried to reason with him. “You aren’t safe here.”


  “I’m not safe with a SWAT team and a dozen fucking armed deputies?”


  The park entrances had been sealed. The five campers and four resident volunteer families evacuated into the cramped ranger station for safety, under armed guard. There was a lot of fence line Steve could duck through, but at least those people were safe until daylight broke and the storm passed and they could be evacuated. The park swarmed with deputies, highway patrol, forestry, and wildlife agents called in from the nearby Silver Lake and Ocala parks. A tracking team set up, but with the storm, there was some doubt as to how effective the dogs would be.


  Once they’d searched the property and determined Sami and Steve were not there, Tom sent Bob out to the barn for a bucket of feed and two lead ropes. Scott was still sick from the discovery of Julie’s body and needed a distraction.


  “Drive Bob to the main gate,” Tom told Scott. “Try to get a lead rope on each horse. He’ll ride in the back of the truck while you drive. Hopefully they’ll follow the feed. Get them back here and lock them in their barn.”


  They set off. At least one problem out of his hair. He didn’t want the horses breaking free, and they’d be safer in their own barn.


  “At least take me to Pog,” Matt pleaded. “Let me get him.”


  Tom nodded. “I can’t force you to go the hospital, but I wish you’d reconsider.” They hadn’t brought Julie’s body downstairs yet, and Tom didn’t want Matt around when they did. Matt already gave them a preliminary statement. There was no reason for him to be there.


  A deputy helped Tom load Matt into his truck. He carefully made his way up the sloppy main road to headquarters.


  Matt tried not to cry. The more time went by without any sign of Sam, the more likely it was she’d died.


  They’d better hope they find Steve before I do.


  Tom left Matt in the truck and went in for the dog. He almost had Pog to the truck when the dog lunged, barking wildly, yanking Tom off-balance and face-first into the muck. Pog pulled free and, leash dragging, took off through the campground into the woods.


  Matt could barely walk, but he damn sure wasn’t leaving Pog out there. He grabbed a flashlight from the truck’s dash and stumbled into the rainy gloom.


  “Pog!”


  “Matt, no!” Tom wiped mud from his face. He grabbed his radio and gun.


  “This is Jenkins. I need backup. We are two men on foot, ranger and civilian. We’re crossing Campground A and heading southeast toward Suicide Trailhead.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Scott and Bob were securing the horses in the barn when their radios went off. A deputy helping them heard the broadcast. “What’s that?”


  “Follow us.” Scott and Bob jumped into the truck and fishtailed down the muddy driveway, two deputies following. They found Tom’s truck parked outside headquarters.


  Bob grabbed his radio. “Boss, where you at?” Bob tried to keep his footing as he slogged through the muck without falling on his ass and dropping his radio or shotgun.


  “We’re on the far side of A, on the large trail that leads to the ridge south of Suicide. The dog broke loose. Matt Barry followed him. Repeat, we have a civilian out here with a dog, watch your fire.”


  The deputies called for backup and followed the rangers, all of them now caked to the knees with gooey orange clay and cursing the weather. Nearly dark, in a tropical storm, with a homicidal maniac out there, somewhere, on the loose.


  “This is fucking nuts,” Bob muttered.


   


  * * * *


   


  Tom Jenkins yelled, but Matt wasn’t leaving without Pog. The dog stayed just out of reach, bouncing back and forth. Finally, Matt didn’t think he could go any further.


  “Pog, please, come!”


  The dog returned to him and tugged at his shirt. Matt grabbed his leash. Pog pulled as Matt struggled to make it to the ridge.


  “Tom, this way!” Matt yelled.


  Tom finally caught up, and they heard the others behind them. “Are you out of your friggin’ mind? You’re going to get yourself killed!”


  Pog pulled loose again and barked at the ranger before bounding up the slope.


  The ranger watched him. Pog returned, bouncing, back and forth, barking, repeating it several times, growing increasingly frantic.


  Matt sank to his knees, unable to continue. “Get him, please.”


  “Is that dog trained?”


  “He’s Sam’s baby. Maybe he’s trying to lead us to her.”


  Tom shouted to the others, who had almost reached them, and ordered Bob to stay with Matt.


  They struggled to follow the dog, who now stood at the top of the ridge. He barked furiously before disappearing over the top.


   


  * * * *


   


  With her initial adrenaline rush over, the crash hit and immobilized Sami, sending her into shock.


  Matt and Julie—dead. Her husband, also dead. Worse, their killer.


  A chill set in, and she didn’t care. She shivered as the rain pounded her, mixing with her tears. She faded in and out of consciousness. As dusk descended, she managed to roll onto her back and waited for whatever came next.


  Whatever that was, she hoped she’d be with Matt.


  She heard barking in the distance and tried to yell but couldn’t. She felt so cold! She couldn’t move.


  Suddenly the noise drew closer and Pog burst through a palmetto stand onto the ridge and ran back and forth, barking furiously. She thought she heard voices and tried to call out.


  Pog lay next to her, barking, shoving her with his nose, licking her face. As flashlight beams played across the top of the ridge, she gave in to the darkness.


   


  * * * *


   


  Bob helped Matt to his feet when they heard a shout from on top of the ridge. Bob’s radio crackled to life.


  “We found her! Tell him Mrs. Corey’s alive.”


  Matt sank to his knees in the mud and sobbed with relief.


  They persuaded Matt to return to headquarters. He was shivering and wet and borderline hypothermic. They had to use an ATV to carry Sami on a litter to the ambulance. When the ATV’s headlight broke through the darkness, Matt pulled away from the EMT trying to take his vital signs and stumbled across the road to meet it.


  Sami was unconscious and caked with orange clay mud, but alive. Tom followed on foot, Pog now peacefully walking on his leash.


  “You go to the hospital with her,” Tom said. “I’ll take care of the dog and make sure the horses are okay and that the house is locked up once the investigators are finished.”


  Matt nodded and stumbled after the ATV. He waited for them to load Sami onto a gurney. The EMTs helped him into the back of the ambulance, where they worked on both of them.


  It was tempting to close his eyes and let exhaustion take him, but he didn’t want to rest until he knew she’d be okay. One EMT cut Sami’s soaked shirt off, wrapped her in a thermal blanket, and tucked hot packs around her, trying to bring her body temperature up. Her lips had turned blue and her skin pale, where she wasn’t caked by orange clay muck, but she was alive and didn’t appear to have any serious injuries.


  Matt drifted in and out of awareness and caught snatches of the EMTs’ conversation. He fixed his gaze on Sami’s face and willed her to wake up.


  Then the ambulance bounced across the cattle guard at the main gate. Sami’s eyes flew open and she screamed, violently thrashing against the gurney straps.


  Matt found the strength to shoulder the EMT aside and put his hands on Sami’s cheeks, cradling her. “Sam, it’s okay, it’s over. You’re safe. I’m here.”


  Her eyes widened as the scream died on her lips, replaced by cries of relief as she snaked a hand free and tightly clutched his. “I saw him hit you. He told me he killed you. He said you were dead!”


  Matt leaned over despite the pain in his ribs and kissed her, reassuring her. “He almost did. But we’re okay. We’re alive. We made it.”


  Sami closed her eyes and sobbed, but didn’t release his hand. Matt slid from his seat onto the ambulance floor so she could hold his hand as he finally gave in to the darkness.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt awoke hours later in the hospital. The clock on the wall showed it was a little after nine. A deputy stood guard next to his bed. Matt felt like hell.


  He tried to talk and couldn’t. He licked his lips and tried again. “Where’s Sam?” he croaked.


  A hand closed around his and squeezed. It hurt to turn his head, but there she was, sitting beside him. “I’m here.”


  He closed his eyes and relaxed. We’re safe.


  The deputy called for a nurse, who checked Matt’s vital signs and paged the doctor.


  “We’re waiting on your radiology reports,” the doctor said. “Looks like you’ve got a hell of a concussion and a few cracked ribs. I want to make sure you don’t have anything else to go with it.”


  Sami sat next to Matt, refusing to release his hand. Matt tilted his head to look at her. She was now mud-free and dressed in hospital scrubs, her hair loose and damp, a blanket wrapped around her. He touched her cheek, convincing himself the nightmare had ended.


  “Where’s Steve?”


  Her expression went flat. She dropped her gaze, tears filling her eyes. “He’s dead. He fell into the lake.”


   


  * * * *


   


  A detective and Tom Jenkins arrived to question Matt.


  “Mrs. Corey, I know it’s been a rough day for you, but we have to question him alone.”


  She reluctantly let a nurse lead her from the room.


  Matt recounted the afternoon and the events leading up to it, leaving out details like Steve’s possible demonic possession by some sort of evil spirit.


  Upon her return, Sami asked, “Where’s Pog? Did anyone catch him?”


  “He’s fine,” Tom Jenkins said. “My wife has him. She bathed him and said he’s snoring on our couch.”


  Early the next morning, once Sami knew Matt was okay, a deputy drove her home. It was still raining, off and on, but the wind had calmed and the rain was expected to give way to overcast skies by the end of the day as the tropical storm shifted even further north and made landfall around the Big Bend area.


  The park was closed to everyone except residents and law enforcement. Sami insisted on observing the recovery operation. Wearing a yellow Forestry rain slicker against the persistent drizzle, she sat on the back of Tom’s ATV at the edge of the lake, watching while the dive team searched the pit.


  Until she saw for herself, she couldn’t believe he was dead.


  The lake was deep, over one hundred feet deep in places. Even on a good day, the lake’s visibility was like orange skim milk. After days of torrential rain, it had turned the color of diarrhea, with nearly the same consistency.


  They found his body late that morning, in the coldest, deepest part of the lake. One of the divers walked over after emerging from the orange, soupy water and removing her gear.


  “Mrs. Corey?” she solemnly asked.


  Sami nodded. The woman extended her hand. “Mitch Jackson. I know this is a difficult time for you. We’ve located your husband. We’ll be bringing him up shortly. I wanted to let you know in case you wanted to step away for a few minutes.”


  Sami shook her head. “I want to see him.”


  Mitch considered her for a moment. She eventually nodded. “Okay.”


  It took them ten minutes to bring him to the surface. Sami stopped them before they loaded the litter onto an ATV for the trip to the ME’s van. Her fingers trembled as she unzipped the body bag, tearfully nodding as she identified Steve.


  He looked more at peace in death than he had in years. The few dead bodies she’d viewed at funerals just looked dead.


  Steve looked relieved, released.


  “Can I have a moment?” she asked. They nodded, stepping away.


  She reached out and touched his face, brushing the hair from his eyes. Steve wasn’t a bad man, but what took him over had been pure evil.


  “We know it was George,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry. We tried, we really did. We know it wasn’t your fault. I love you, Steve. I hope you’re at peace now.” She cried, kissed her fingers, and touched them to his cold lips before zipping the bag.


  Tom took her back to the house. She drove Matt’s rental to the hospital to break the news to him.


  
Chapter Thirty-Seven


   


  Two weeks after Steve’s death, Matt and Sami scattered his ashes in the Oriole cemetery, in a private ceremony performed by a friend of Julie’s. Matt wasn’t sure if the woman would agree to do it at first. When he explained what happened, she volunteered.


  “For Julie,” she explained. “She’d want me to help.”


  They held no public memorial. In Steve’s obituary, Sami requested people make donations to the charity of their choice in Julie’s memory.


  The ME listed the official cause of Steve’s death as drowning. The autopsy revealed his liver was cirrhotic from years of severe alcohol abuse. His blood alcohol level was twice the legal limit. Retests showed the same results.


  No one could explain why lab tests didn’t reveal his liver problems earlier, when he was in the hospital.


  He’d also ripped open internal and external sutures. If he hadn’t drowned, he would have bled to death, the ME opined.


  DNA evidence tied Steve to Julie’s rape and murder. The ME reviewed Steve’s medical history from the weeks preceding his death and ruled Steve probably suffered from alcohol-related psychosis, and maybe even alcohol idiosyncratic intoxication. The complications from his infection and reactions with medication only intensified his problems.


  Investigators found a file on Steve’s laptop containing a journal. Started nearly three years earlier, the final entry was the afternoon Steve died, written after he had drugged them. It explained how he stumbled upon the secret basement room—and the cache of old whiskey—the first day at the house while Sami was out running errands. Even Steve seemed at a loss to explain his behavior in the final weeks and days, as if two separate personalities controlled his thoughts and actions. “Steve” talked about the visions and voices, while “George” ranted and rambled.


  Steve had drank heavily throughout the years. Matt worried how this news would hit Sami.


  She didn’t want to talk about it. He knew she’d deal with it in her own way.


  The statements Matt and Sami gave investigators matched the evidence. George’s psychotic ramblings, which Matt and Sami knew were attributable to George, were discounted by authorities as part of Steve’s mental illness. The circumstances surrounding Steve’s death led investigators to label it a “death by misadventure.” They cleared Sami of any wrongdoing, considering she fought for her life.


  The investigation was closed.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sami’s physical injuries healed quickly even though she would always bear the scars on her wrist.


  Once Matt was released from the hospital, they stayed at the hotel by the park for a couple of days until Sami bought a travel trailer. They parked it in the yard, near the barn. She couldn’t stay in the house. Not yet.


  Sami didn’t want to sell the house, especially after what happened. She decided to completely renovate it. First, she had to take care of loose ends.


  Three weeks after “the incident,” as they referred to it, they returned to Ohio. Matt helped her search the house and they found a safe-deposit box key. When they opened it, they found Steve’s handwritten journals, what he used before he switched to the computer format. He had stopped drinking for nearly a year after the intervention, then hid it better, switching to hard liquor, mostly vodka, which he could easily conceal from Sami.


  Steve was wracked by guilt and self-loathing and fear she would discover his secret. He never stayed sober more than a few months. They found secret caches of vodka, small mini bottles, carefully hidden in numerous places around the house, mostly in his office and the basement. Sami thought she was good at finding his stashes, but it turned out Steve had gotten better at hiding them. Which explained why he’d blown up at her over the missing banker box of manuscript notes.


  It hadn’t been out of anger, but fear. He’d been afraid she would find his booze.


  This was a major blow, although in light of their other discoveries, not unexpected. Sami thought she had fine-tuned her radar enough to sense these things, but Steve simply got better at hiding them after the intervention.


  So many things fell into place after reading his journals. Fights she realized were because he was drunk, or drinking. It explained why he was content to let her do most of the driving when they went out together. Or why his mood would drastically change from one hour to the next.


  It took two weeks to empty the Ohio house and put it on the market. While her home for many years, she couldn’t bring herself to live there knowing the lies she’d unwittingly lived. Every memory was now tainted by regrets, what-ifs, and wondering how drunk Steve was at the time. It would be easier to hold on to the good and release the bad living over a thousand miles away in Florida.


  Her biggest regret was she couldn’t reveal the truth to the public, that Steven Corey wasn’t a murderer and rapist, but merely a weak-willed man overtaken by an evil parasite far stronger than himself, a parasite that took advantage of him. She hated that people would always believe him to be a monster, never knowing the sweet man she fell in love with and thought she could change, the man who, despite his imperfect character, even at the end begged her to protect herself at the expense of his own life.


  The man she had once loved.


  The elephant in the corner was her relationship with Matt. He hadn’t broached the subject, even though he rarely left her side. They shared a bed every night, at his house, but he made no move to be intimate, waiting for her to decide when to take that step.


  Sami was still traumatized, grieving, and for now she needed Matt for safety and comfort more than intimacy. He knew she still loved Steve, and while she’d been prepared to divorce him, she wasn’t prepared to bury him.


  And Steve was his friend. Their grief united them.


  One afternoon, while she inspected the growing pile of boxes for the movers to transport to Florida, she approached Matt. It was time to have this conversation. Her emotional paralysis over Steve’s death had finally lifted enough for her to force the words out.


  “I don’t want to leave you.”


  He pulled her to him. “Then don’t.”


  “But your home is here.”


  “Sam, I go where you go.”


  She studied him. “Do you mean it?”


  He nodded. “You asked me to fight for you. I won’t lose you again.”


  Later that night in bed, she turned to face him and kissed him, deeply, passionately. He knew it was time.


  “Are we horrible for wanting this so soon?” she asked.


  He brushed a stray hair from her eyes. “No, sweetie,” he whispered. “We’re human.”


   


  * * * *


   


  One of the first things Sami did upon their return to Florida was take the axe and systematically destroy every bottle of whiskey. She declined Matt’s help. He sat back and watched, knowing it was therapeutic.


  It took her over an hour, and she pummeled each bottle into tiny shards. When she finished, she broke down and cried in Matt’s arms.


  Sami donated the old currency to several local charities in Julie’s memory. It was auctioned off for many times its original face value of nearly eighty thousand dollars. She didn’t want George’s money around to possibly call his spirit back to the property. George could do some good, like it or not.


  She supervised the removal of every piece of furniture, every appliance, every carpet, every cabinet and fixture from the house. Stripped to the bare walls, Matt arranged for Julie’s friend to cleanse the house before the remodeling began.


  Construction triggered interesting events. The workmen learned to ignore tools being moved behind their backs. They learned to ignore phantom touches and the ghostly sound of a woman’s laughter, even when Sami was nowhere on the property.


  At Sam’s request, Matt went through George’s papers, alone, one cold evening after she went to bed. With the barbecue blazing, Matt burned each page. Nothing deserved saving. The only reason he read them was to make sure there wasn’t anything else they needed to know about the house.


  Or what happened to Evelyn and the children.


  The grasp George had on Steve’s mind was obvious. Matt chose to believe his friend had been supernaturally driven, not deliberate of purpose or mentally ill. Matt knew that, despite his friend’s many character flaws, Steve never would have tried to hurt Sam or him, certainly never would have attacked and murdered Julie, but the public loves a tragedy. Steve’s books enjoyed a resurgence, and Sam was newly rediscovered by his fans.


  They converted the two unused upstairs bedrooms into a master suite with a new bathroom. The old master bedroom was remodeled and became Sami’s office. She hung pictures of the house’s victims, including Evelyn and her children, Lisa Prescott, Ben Caleb—who she also considered a victim of the house—Peter Michaels, Jim Johnson, and Julie. She also hung a picture of her and Steve, taken in their early days when he was happy and truly sober. Matt didn’t begrudge it. He knew it wasn’t Steve who tried to kill them. That had been all George.


  Julie’s crystal pouch had been overlooked by investigators, who assumed it belonged to Sami. She created a small shrine to her almost-friend, arranging the stones in a small crystal bowl with a sprig of sage under Julie’s picture. Sometimes Sami found the stones arranged differently than she left them. Once she found them arranged in a happy face.


  Sami took it as approval and enjoyed the creative energy the room brought her.


  Matt and Sami left a few small, simple, antique toys in the attic for the spirits of the three children, who liked to play tricks by moving keys and other small objects to different places. Sometimes they heard their laughter on bright, sunny days.


  Lisa never again cried for her father to stop.


  They left a blank journal and pencil on the attic window seat. Even though there was no writing in it yet, sometimes they found it moved from one side of the seat to the other. Sami occasionally found her laundry basket moved. They felt at ease with these presences.


  Pog never again refused to cross the kitchen threshold.


  They renovated the downstairs offices into one large room, without a secret closet, that Matt used for his home office. They also remodeled the basement and you’d never know a secret room ever existed.


  Topped with a coat of cheerful yellow exterior paint, with the trim and porch ceiling in haint blue, the house felt like new, only better. When they moved in shortly after winter solstice, they had Julie’s friend come in and cleanse the house again, blessing it.


  Sami made an appointment with Dr. Smith to get back on the Pill. Matt told her it wasn’t necessary, if she didn’t want to. Instead, she bought condoms.


  One spring night in the new house, Sami stayed Matt’s hand when he reached for the bedside table drawer where they kept the condoms. He noticed she’d switched her wedding rings from her left hand to her right.


  “Are you sure?” he asked.


  She nodded.


  He took her into his arms and kissed her, slowly at first, cherishing every second. This wasn’t the way he had wanted them to get back together, but he wouldn’t refuse the gift from the Universe.


  He wouldn’t deny what they survived had realigned his belief system a little. There were things in the Universe beyond his explanation. And he was okay with that as long as he had Sami by his side.


  Sam twined her fingers in his hair, holding him to her, as if afraid to let go.


  “I love you,” she whispered when he lifted his head to stare into her beautiful eyes.


  He smiled. “I love you, too. And I won’t lose you again. If you want to get married, have children, whatever you want. I want to spend the rest of my life making you happy.”


  Her fingers stroked his jaw as she studied his eyes. “You do make me happy.”


  He trailed kisses down her chin, along her throat, feathering his mouth and tongue along her sweet flesh until he reached her breasts. Her back arched, offering them to him, her fingers once again tangled in his hair.


  He cupped one breast with his hand, using his thumb to rub her nipple and coax it into a taut peak. He engulfed her other with his mouth, flicking it with his tongue until she softly moaned.


  “More. Please.”


  Softly chuckling, he started working his way south again.


   


  * * * *


   


  Matt loved to tease her. Sam closed her eyes and inhaled, loving his warm, musky scent. When he finally settled between her legs and pushed her thighs apart with his hands, she let out a happy sigh.


  “Yes!”


  Then the feel of his tongue, sure and skilled, flicking against her clit. She shivered with pleasure and tried to wiggle even closer, wanting to feel his whole mouth against her. She felt her pussy clench with each stroke of his tongue, her juices flowing as he wrapped his hands around her thighs and settled in.


  With her hands stroking his hair, she felt her need growing, swelling deep inside her as his lips and tongue relentlessly pulled her closer to release. He kept her just on the edge of release, knowing when to hold back to keep her from going over, teasing and tormenting her clit until she couldn’t take it any longer.


  “Please! Make me come!”


  He chuckled as he rose up on his arms and changed position so his already stiff cock tantalizingly pressed against her wet pussy. “You want it?”


  “Yes!”


  Her hands grabbed his shoulders as she tried for leverage to get him inside her, but he resisted. He kept his hips moving with her, refusing to let her impale herself on him.


  “Matt, please!”


  He leaned down and kissed her, long and deep. She tasted her juices on his lips. Then he settled on top of her, slowly sliding his cock inside her. She nearly cried with relief at the sensation of him filling her, owning her. She wrapped her arms around him, never wanting to let him go.


  He rested his arms above her head, cocooning her with his body and slowly thrusting. Every stroke perfectly rubbed her swollen, aching clit. It didn’t take long for her to start moving with him as they kissed. Every stroke once again brought her closer to the edge. Together, their bodies flowed as one, back and forth, slowly picking up speed until she felt that unmistakable tipping over the edge to her orgasm.


  Matt started moving faster. “That’s it, baby. Come for me.” He rested his head in the crook of her shoulder and tightened his grip on her as he fucked her harder, faster, working his way toward his own climax.


  With her fingers digging into his back she cried out as another wave washed through her, making her sob with relief and love and pleasure and a mix of emotions she couldn’t begin to label. She felt his cock grow even harder inside her as his thrusts deepened, every bump against her clit sending renewed pleasure through her.


  Then he let out a loud moan of his own as his last thrust, harder and deeper than the rest, sank home. His body stiffened while she wrapped her legs around his and held him tightly, refusing to let go.


  She never wanted to let go of him again.


   


  * * * *


   


  It took Sam six months, but she read Steve’s unfinished manuscript. It was good, despite the odd asides George whispered to Steve that made it into the text.


  She frequently cried while getting all the way through it. Even unfinished, Steve had made enough notes she thought she could complete it. She finished it shortly before the one-year anniversary of the incident, and Matt submitted it to Steve’s publisher, who agreed it was good and would publish it with both Steve’s and Sami’s name on the cover.


  
Epilogue


   


  One year later


   


  Sami sat on the front porch and stared across the pasture where the geldings grazed under a live oak. She loved this time of day, in the middle of the week, when the evening cool usurped the afternoon heat and there was even a chance to spot deer wandering through the property.


  She also loved Matt for not mentioning the date. Neither looked at the local newspaper or watched TV that day, not wanting to be reminded of the events. They locked the main gate and ignored the few reporters who showed up. Eventually, as broadcast deadlines loomed, the reporters left without comments.


  They turned off their phones and listened to music. The house felt peaceful ever since the incident. The blessings and remodeling removed all traces of George’s energy. They never felt uneasy in their home.


  Golden shadows painted the woods in an ephemeral glow. A gentle breeze rustled the tops of the tall slash pines. Sometimes evening thunderstorms turned the yard to muck, dry again by the next morning, but not tonight. This day could not have been less like the day of the incident.


  Sami started work on another book, one loosely based on those events. Matt stood aside and let her deal with things in her way. Tonight she came out here to her other sanctuary on the back porch to take a break.


  Matt brought her a cup of herbal tea and sat on the swing with her, saying nothing. He’d asked her that morning if she still wanted to get married, and it was one of the things she reflected on with his comforting arm around her shoulders. She realized it wasn’t as important to her now. She knew he wasn’t going anywhere.


  Still, she said yes.


  George Simpson and the dark energy that supplied him, however, had left for good. He had a grip on Steve during life, but apparently in death, Steve held tightly to him, preventing his return. She’d stopped searching Matt’s eyes for any hints of a red glow, knowing only positive energies now claimed this house and her lover.


  Even though Matt owned her heart, she thought of Steve every day. Tonight, on this nearly perfect night, she caressed her belly and wondered if the tingling she felt over the past few days was due to indigestion from Matt’s experiments cooking Thai food, or something else.


  The next day, Sami walked to the cemetery, alone.


  It would have been their eighth wedding anniversary.


  She placed a lily on each grave—including George Simpson’s—the cairns, and the spot where Evelyn and the children were cremated. Holding the last lily, she knelt where they scattered Steve’s ashes the year before. She ran her finger along one of the petals and let her mind wander to earlier days before placing the flower on the small, square paving stone she’d laid to mark the spot. There was no name, no date. She didn’t want the morbidly curious disturbing him. He’d finally found peace—he deserved it.


  She talked for several hours. She forgave him, released him. A gentle breeze caressed her. Sami closed her eyes and pictured Steve as she’d loved him, in the few months early in their marriage when she knew by his own words he was truly sober. She thought she heard her name whispered in the wind, and an oak leaf swirled through the air and came to rest in her lap.


  Dusting herself off, she returned to the house, carrying the leaf and tucking it into the picture frame in her office holding Steve’s picture. It might have been coincidence, but she felt he’d released her, too.


  Before she walked downstairs to talk with Matt, Sami reflected on what Julie said about the house’s survivors going on to do quite well.


  They were married a week later in a small, private ceremony at the house. Perhaps the first joyful thing to ever happen there in its long, bloody history.


   


  * * * *


   


  The Indian girl and the Spaniards were neither seen nor heard again.


   


   


   


  THE END
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