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SALLYS SUITCASE was dusty rose with little Alice-blue primroses on it. Very pretty. It was also big and bulky and weighed a fucking ton. I grunted like a caveman and broke out in a sweat simply hefting it into the trunk of the taxi. I wasnt sure, but I thought I felt a couple of sinews in my back snap like rubber bands.

What do you have in here? A dead body?

Oh, pooh, Sally said, slapping my arm. You gay guys gripe about everything. Just suck up the pain and try to be butch. Fake it if you have to.

Since butch doesnt always work for me and since I was never very good at faking anything, including maturity, I stuck my tongue out at her instead. Blow me, Sis. Since I knew it irked her, I cast a critical eye at her ash-blonde hair. It was bleached to within an inch of its life, and it had been that way since high school. And stop bleaching. One of these days youre going to wake up bald.

She flipped her long hair back off her shoulder. I dont bleach, I tone.

Whatever.

Jason, youre such a brat. She smirked, sticking out her own tongue and waggling it around in midair, just as she had when she was nine and I was six and she was trying to freak me out. My sister could even now, at the ripe old age of thirty-one, touch the tip of her nose with her tongue. I had always admired that remarkable ability. Being a gay man, Ive used my tongue extensively over the years in a number of scenarios, and in a number of dark moist places, but I still havent acquired that skill.

Bitch. Floozy. Slut, I mumbled under my breath, making her smile.

During this exchange, the cab driver stood way off to the side glowering, smoking a cigarette, and looking worried that someone was going to ask him to lift something. Since I had dealt with cab drivers before, I knew better than to ask.

The driver was a stodgy old guy who peered out at the world through a perpetual squint, or maybe he was just trying to keep the smoke out of his eyes. In any case, he now made it a point to stare at his wristwatch and clear his throat as he stomped out his cigarette underfoot.

Time to roll, he seemed to be saying. Things to do, places to go.

Sally and I gave each other a perfunctory peck on the cheek, and only then did we gaze around, wondering where Timmy had gone. Mother of the year, and babysitter extraordinaire, we werent. I quickly realized I hadnt seen the kid in over a minute. He could be in Texas by now.

With a sigh of relief, I spotted my four-year-old nephew on his hands and knees by the foundation of the house, trying to peer through one of the tiny ground-level windows that looked into the basement. He had his little hands on the glass, with his face stuck in between them to shut out the glare, and he was talking to himself and snickering.

Look, Sally, I intoned. The kids insane already, and youve only had him four and a half years.

She slapped my arm again. Oh, shut up. Glancing at her wristwatch, she said, Where the heck is Jack? He said hed be here by now.

Jack comes when Jack comes. I rolled my eyes when I said it. I didnt much care for Jack.

Sally gave me a devilish grin. Dont get pornographic.

What? I didnt mean it that way!

But Sally wasnt listening. We were already traipsing across my tiny front yard to fetch the kid. Since I got there first, I scooped Timmy into my arms. His hands and face were muddy brown where he had pressed them against the dirty window.

Sally stuck her fists on her hips and scowled at him. You look like a miner, she said.

He is a minor, I said. Hes only four.

Oh, shut up, Sally said again.

Timmy stuck his dirty finger up my nose and laughed. You guys are funny.

Sally stared at the two of us as if wondering what she had been thinking, bringing us together like this. Youre going to ruin him, arent you, Jason? When I get back in four weeks, I wont know my son. Hell be lost to me forever.

I shrugged and snapped and snarled and tried to bite Timmys hand off, which made him laugh even harder. Thats the chance you take, Sis. Free babysitters dont come cheap, you know.

Sally just shook her head and headed back to the cab, mumbling under her breath, That makes a lot of sense.

A car horn in the distance snagged our attention. It was Jack, barreling down the street in his stupid MINI Cooper with the British flag on the roof. Jack was about as British as an Ethiopian famine. He gave a cheery wave out the window and pulled up to the curb with the warbling of a coloratura wailing from his tape deck. Jack liked opera.

I set Timmy on the lawn, and Sally and I watched as Jack jumped from the car, suitcase in hand. Sally was smiling. Remember when I said I didnt like Jack? Well, Sally did.

Isnt he gorgeous? she asked the tree beside her. She couldnt have been asking me. She knew perfectly well how I felt about the twit.

Although I had to admit, Jack was immensely easy on the eyes, with his tall, hunky frame and broad shoulders and wavy black hair. I also suspected he was a homophobe, though, since he couldnt say two words to me without making a snarky comment about my being gay.

Hey, Sally! he called out to my sister. Hey, Rosemary! he called out to me.

He thought that was funny. I merely turned and scooped a surprised Timmy off the ground and held him in my arms so I wouldnt have to shake Jacks hand.

Did I mention I didnt like Jack?

Jack tossed his bag into the back of the cab beside Sallys, overflexing a few muscles while he did it just to prove he could.

He walked up to Timmy, who was firmly perched on my arm, and tweaked his nose. Me, he ignored.

Timmy said, Ppffthh! and turned away from the guy. He didnt like Jack either.

Jack didnt even notice. He gave Sally a smooch on the mouth and said, Ready, babe?

The driver tucked himself in behind the wheel and started the engine, all the while making a big show of buckling his seatbelt and fiddling with the meter like he was the busiest guy on the planet. He hadnt even closed the trunk, so while Sally and Dipshit climbed into the backseat, I set Timmy down on the edge of the lawn for the second time, laid a finger on his nose, and told him to stay put. In a brilliant flash of insight, I realized he wouldnt do any such thing, so I immediately snatched him up in my arms again. Then I slammed the taxis trunk lid closed myselfone-handed, I might add, since Timmy was dangling from my other arm like a wiggling stalk of bananas.

Jacks hand came out of the window and pointed across the roof of the cab. He clicked his car keys at the MINI Cooper at the curb, which beeped in response and locked itself up tighter than a drum. Sort of like the Batmobile.

Dont tip the driver, I whispered, as Sally leaned out the other window to give me a final good-bye peck. Timmy laughed. He had his finger up my nose again.

Dont worry, I wont, Sally said, stretching her neck out a little farther to give Timmy a good-bye kiss as well. Then she took one look at the kids filthy face and settled on a friendly pat atop his head instead. She wagged a finger in his face. You be good. Obey your uncle while Im gone.

Timmy really laughed at that. Yeah, right. He giggled and, squirming out of my arms, he took off running back to the basement window, where he once again dropped to his knees and peered inside.

Maybe he got my brat gene, I said, not entirely joking.

Sally didnt even pretend to find that statement untrue. No maybes about it, she said, ruffling through her purse, making sure she had her money, her plane tickets, and whatever else women scramble around for in their purses when theyre trying to be efficient.

I stepped away from the cab, molding my face to look trustworthy. Dont worry about the kid. Ill lock him in the closet if I have to.

Just dont scar him emotionally. I spend enough money on my own therapy.

Very funny.

Then Jack chimed in with, Dont turn him gay either. We cant afford all the makeup you boys use.

I blushed. Had he noticed Id used a cover stick on a zit that morning, or was he just talking out of his homophobic ass again?

I couldnt help myself. I leaned back in the window and crooned, Dont worry, Jacqueline. Ill try to restrain myself. And we wont listen to opera. I promise. I read that a lot of closeted gay guys listen to opera. Oh, and we wont use napkins when we eat either, and well blow our noses directly onto the ground just by pressing our thumb to the opposing nostril and blowing the crap out that way. Either that or well wipe the snot on our shirtsleeves. You know. Like you do.

Sally giggled, Jack turned away unamused, and the driver gave the lot of us an odd look in the rearview mirror, which made me blush again. Sally didnt give a crap what the driver thought, and Jack was too busy being a prick and trying to look important to notice. He was studiously ignoring me as he checked his airline tickets, plucking them out of his pocket, flipping them open, perusing the contents. They werent going to Mars after all. It was just a four-week vacation. After a week in New York to catch a few shows, enjoy a few restaurants, and gain a few pounds, they were then going to diddle up and down the Eastern Seaboard on a train. Several trains, in fact. Personally, I would rather set myself on fire than trap myself in a rumbling metal tube for three weeks with Dipshit; but hey, thats just me.

Sally reached out, patted my head like she had Timmys, then poked it back out of the window with the heel of her hand.

Stop causing trouble, she said with a merry sparkle in her eyes. Then she turned to the driver and said, Airport.

I heard him mumble, Well, theres a surprise, as the cab backed out onto the street.

I waved, watching the yellow cab hustle off into San Diego traffic, and when I turned to find Timmy, he was gone again.

Holy crap! The kid was a gazelle. What had I gotten myself into?

His disappearance was solved when I found him around the corner of the house in the backyard, peeking through a different basement window. Jeez, he was like Gollum, seeking out the worlds deepest, darkest places.

When I scooped him into my arms, he sang out, Daddy!

And I thought, Well isnt that sweet.





I HAD toddler-proofed the house as best I could. The basement door was securely latched so the kid couldnt tumble headfirst down the flight of stairs leading into the bowels of the house, snapping a myriad of youthful bones along the way. Electrical wires were safely coiled and taped up and tucked under furniture in case Timmy got the inexplicable urge to chew on them. Electrical outlets were covered. All breakable knick-knacks were raised out of reach and all dangerous objects securely stashed awayswitchblades, rolls of barbed wire, plastic explosives, bobby pins. (Just kidding about the bobby pins. Im not that nelly.)

My dog, Thumper, who was a mix of Chihuahua, dachshund, miniature poodle, and quite possibly a three-toed sloth, was no threat to Timmy at all. The poor thing was almost twenty years old and hardly had any teeth left. I hadnt heard her bark in three years. She only moved off the sofa to eat and go potty, and once her business was done, she stood in front of the sofa looking up like the Queen Mother waiting for the carriage door to be opened until I scooped her off the floor and redeposited her among the cushions. Poor thing. (I mean me.) She lay there all day long watching TV: Channel 9, the Mexican channel. Dont ask me why, but that was the only channel she would tolerate. Couldnt live without it, in fact. The one benefit to this annoying habit of hers was that, while I didnt understand my dog at all, I was pretty sure I was beginning to comprehend Spanish.

Timmy was at that happy stage of child rearing where he could pull down his own pants and climb onto the commode without any help from squeamish gay uncles. He had brought an entourage of toys with him that would have kept an orphanage entertained. The first thing I did after finding a trail of little black skid marks on my new oak flooring was to confiscate his tricycle, allocating the thing to outdoor use only, which Timmy accepted with stoic resignation, although I did hear him mumble something about chicken poop and peckerheads. Im not sure if his watered-down-obscenity-strewn mumbling was related to the tricycle announcement but fear it was. While the kid might have gotten my brat gene, there was also little doubt he had inherited my sisters sarcastic-foulmouthed-snarky gene. God help his teachers when he started school.

With his mother and his mothers twit of a boyfriend safely out of the way, Timmy and I settled into a routine. The routine was this: he ran around like a cyclone, and I ran around behind him trying to keep him alive. It took my nephew a mere two hours to wear me out completely, and while I dozed for five minutes on the sofa to recoup my strength, using Thumper for a pillow (she did have a few uses), Timmy managed to find a screwdriver somewhere and proceeded to climb onto a chair in the kitchen and remove the back panel from the microwave. Dont ask me why. What took him five minutes to take apart took me thirty minutes to put back together. Im not handy with tools. Timmy, on the other hand, seemed quite proficient. If I hadnt been afraid he might actually succeed, and consequently make me feel even dumber than I already did, I would have asked him to change the oil in my Toyota.

In the middle of the afternoon, Timmy and I found ourselves in the backyard picking oranges off my orange tree for the next days breakfast. (Well, I was picking the oranges. Timmy was stuffing them down his shorts. Who knows why?) He was squealing happily and running around with oranges dropping out of his trouser legs and rolling merrily across the yard. I was busy trying to be masculine like a proper hunter/gatherer, climbing up into the orange tree to get that one beautiful orange on the tippy-top limb that I couldnt quite reach to whap with the broom handle, when I was suddenly stunned by the sound of silence. God, it was lovely. Lovely and suspicious. I peeked through the foliage toward the ground and saw Timmy sprawled out like a dead thing, sound asleep in the grass.

I could only assume it was naptime.

Being the ever-conscientious uncle, I climbed quietly down the tree, gently scooped the kid into my arms, and carried him into the house. The moment I laid Timmy on the bed in the guest room upstairssince Thumper was hogging the couchTimmy popped his eyes open and stuck his finger up my nose again. In two seconds flat, he was wide-awake, tearing through the house and screaming like a banshee.

Note to self. Next time the kid goes to sleep, no matter where it is, leave him there. Edge of a cliff? No problem. Middle of the street? Dont worry about it. Just put up a couple of safety cones to redirect traffic and let him be.

Timmy was making so much noise, and his voice was so annoyingly high-pitched, that Thumper had buried her head under the sofa cushions. I longed to crawl under there with her, but being the adult in charge, God help me, I couldnt. I rummaged through the mound of clothes Sally had supplied for Timmys four-week stay, hoping to find a tiny straightjacket and a soundproof muzzle in among the T-shirts and shorts and Daffy Duck underpants, but she must have forgotten to pack them, dammit.

For my headache, which was quickly blossoming into an epic doozy, I popped four aspirins and chewed them dry. Hows that for butch? And to distract Timmy from doing whatever the hell it was he was doing, I asked him if hed like to help me fix dinner.

What are we having? he asked. There was a rope of snot dangling out of his nose that looked like a bungee cord. I watched, fascinated, as he sucked it back in. A moment later, it made another appearance, flapped around for a minute, then he snorted it back up again. It was a fascinating thing to watch. Fascinating and disgusting.

Salmon and green-bean casserole, I finally answered, trying not to barf.

He made a face. Blechhh! I want hot dogs.

Hot dogs.

And roni.

What the heck is roni?

With cheese, he said. Roni and cheese.

Oh. Macaroni and cheese. No way. Do you know how many calories are in that? I have to watch my figure.

Timmy giggled. Jack says youre like a girl. He says you even like boys.

I do like boys. But not that one. Jacks a twit.

Timmy giggled again, but it was a crafty giggle. If you make roni and cheese and hot dogs for dinner, I wont tell him you said that.

Ever hear of extortion?

No, he said, but if you make hot dogs tonight, we can have stortion tomorrow.

Fine, I said. I wasnt a complete idiot. Id serve him salmon tomorrow and tell him it was extortion. The kid was four years old, for Christs sake. Hed believe anything I told him, right?

With the uneasy feeling I was in over my head, I stuck the beautiful slab of salmon back in the fridge for another day and rummaged through the freezer until I found a package of hot dogs buried under the edamame and brussels sprouts. The hot dogs had been there since some long ago Fourth of July celebration. Wonder of wonders, I found a box of macaroni and cheese in the pantry off the garage. Gee. I didnt even know I had it. Maybe the kid was not only annoying, but psychic as well. That was a scary thought. A prescient four-year-old.

Later, while sitting at the kitchen table consuming our 50,000-calorie dinner, Timmy didnt shut up once.

The man in the basement is nice, Timmy said around a mouthful of hot dog.

Dont talk with your mouth full, I said.

He said to tell you hes glad you live here.

I rolled my eyes. Im glad he approves.

He hates Mommy.

Well, she can be annoying sometimes. Dont tell her I said that.

Timmy shrugged. Can I have another hot dog?

You havent finished the one youve got.

I only like the middles. The ends taste funny.

Thats the dumbest thing I ever heard.

Thank you.

Hows the roni and cheese?

Good, but it needs more butter. Mommy uses two sticks.

It was my turn to shrug. Its making my ass grow as it is. I can feel it ballooning underneath me in my chair even as we speak. Both cheeks. Mommys ass will be ballooning soon too. Watch if it doesnt. One day shell wake up and shell be all ass. No head, no arms, no bleached-blonde hair, just ass, with maybe a few toes sticking out. And if you count the man shes with, itll be two asses.

Timmy giggled. Youre funny.

And youre nuts, I said, building him another hot dog. Mustard?

Ketchup.

Yuk.

Its good. Here, try it. He leaned over the table and squirted ketchup on my hot dog.

Jesus, kid, youre killing me here.

Eat it, he said.

I took a bite of my ketchupy hot dog. Damn. I liked it.

Timmy grinned at my expression. See? he said. He scooped up a big ladle full of macaroni and cheese and glopped that on my plate next to the teeny pile I had placed there myself.

Eat, he said, sounding like every overworked mother of every finicky-ass kid that ever walked the face of the planet since the beginning of time.

So I ate. Every noodle. Every fat-saturated glob of cheese and margarine. Then I had another hotdog. With ketchup. And two glasses of chocolate milk. I hadnt drunk chocolate milk for fifteen years. Damn. I liked that too. Blasted kid.

Tomorrow Id diet.

When we were stuffed to the gills, Timmy stood on a chair and dried the dishes while I washed. I didnt own a dishwasher. Timmy seemed slightly astounded by that fact.

Is this how they did dishes in the old days?

Yes, I said. Later well take the laundry down to the river and beat it on a rock.

Oh, goody. I like rivers.

That was a joke. I have a washing machine just like Mommy.

Shit.

Watch your mouth.

Theres a scary movie on TV tonight, Uncle Jason. If youre good, Ill let you watch it.

Screw you, kid. Ill let you watch it.

Timmy clapped his hands and almost dropped a plate. Yay, were watching a scary movie!

I stared at my nephew for about fifteen seconds. Had I just been tricked into telling him he could watch a scary movie? He wasnt that smart, was he? Good lord, Id have to be on my toes for the next four weeks or this kid would be leading me around like a poodle on a leash.

Speaking of which. Wanna help me walk Thumper?

Timmys eyes got big and round. You mean the dog?

No, my pet anteater. Of course the dog.

Can she walk? I thought she was dead.

Shes not dead. Shes just old.

But she hasnt moved all day.

Like I said, shes old. One day youll be old and you wont move all day either. And God, wouldnt that be a blessing.

Timmy craned his neck back and looked through the kitchen doorway into the living room, where even now I could hear Thumper snoring like a sawmill.

Timmy stood there on the chair, the plate forgotten in his hand, his face agape with wonder like one of the shepherd kids in Fatima, Portugal, eyeballing the Virgin Mary popping out of a stump. I wanna see her walk. Are you sure shes not dead?

Yes, I said, molding my face into a phony smile, a la used car salesman trying to sell a clunker to anybody whod listen. Shooting for camaraderie, I waggled a finger in Timmys ribs. And just to make it more fun, itll be your job to pick up the poop.

Timmy turned and stared at me. Then he guffawed. Its a little disconcerting when a four-year-old guffaws. Shes your dog, Timmy said, his face scrunched up in concentration while he dug a booger out of his nose. You pick up the poop.

Damn. I thought I had him that time. I handed the kid a tissue, plucked the plate from his hand, and tossed it back in the dishwater in case it had a booger on itand decided on the spot if Timmy ever managed to stay alive long enough to grow up, hed probably be president. Two terms. Hell, even Id vote for him. Both times.

Timmy seemed properly astounded that Thumper truly was alive. He even insisted on holding the leash as we traipsed out into the night. Of course, we were traipsing at a snails pace since Thumpers arthritic joints were not conducive to scampering.

Shes awful slow, Timmy whined.

When youre old, youll be slow too.

Then I wont get old.

Fine, Peter Pan. Just walk the frigging dog.

The night was gorgeous and balmy. It was June, and June in San Diego is perfect. With a younger dog, we might have enjoyed the evening for hours, but with Thumper, we barely got around the block. In fact, we didnt. We were halfway around the block when Thumper gave out and insisted on being carried the rest of the way home.

Will you carry me too? Timmy asked.

No.

Can I wear the leash?

Sure, I said. I unclipped the collar from Thumpers throat and clipped it around Timmys neck. He followed along behind me on the leash like a good little puppy until we passed Mrs. Lindquist, who lives down the block. She was walking her Pomeranian, and when she spotted me with the kid on a leash, she felt it her duty to intervene.

She bent over Timmy and patted his head. Is this man hurting you? she asked.

Woof! Timmy said.

Mrs. Lindquist straightened up and nailed me with a piercing stare. Is he normal? she asked.

I smiled and said, Define normal.

Mrs. Lindquist simply shook her head and walked on, dragging the poor Pom behind her. Lucky bitch. At least her dog could walk.

Back at the house, we deposited Thumper in among the sofa cushions, and she promptly fell asleep, worn out completely by all the excitement. Timmy didnt want to take the collar off, so I merely unhooked the leash and left the collar in place around his scrawny neck. He looked like a tiny submissive, waiting for his Dom to come along and whap him with a whip.

I ran a couple of inches of warm water into the tub and laid out a towel and my favorite rubber ducky. Dont ask.

We have twenty minutes before the movie, I said, handing him his pajamas. Go take your bath.

Mommy only makes me take a bath once a month.

I narrowed my eyes. Nice try, Timmy. Get in the tub.

He glowered and snatched the pjs out of my hand. Dont watch. I know you like boys.

At that, I laughed. Jesus, kid, just go take your bath, and Ill make us some popcorn for the movie.

He brightened up. With butter?

No. I thought Id just dip it in lard.

Oh. Okay.

Timmy skipped off to the bathroom and closed the door behind him.

He skipped back out of the bathroom three minutes later. His hair was a little damp, but that was probably just for show. If any other body parts had seen moisture, he couldnt have been long about it. Unfortunately, I was too worn out to care. His pajamas had little rocket ships on them. I found myself sort of wishing I had a pair.

We settled onto the sofa on either side of Thumper and tuned in to the movie, switching the sound from Spanish to English. Thumper raised her head and growled, so I switched it back to Spanish. Timmy thought it was funny, watching the movie in Spanish. We had English subtitles of course, but he couldnt read them. At least I didnt think he could. Still, he didnt seem to mind.

The movie was so bad I found myself giggling halfway through it. Then it got scary, and I found myself chewing on a cushion and squinting through the gory parts, trying not to look. Timmy and Thumper both sat there wide-eyed and breathless, taking in every spurt of blood and every dying moan from the poor helpless citizens of Burbank being devoured by zombies on the screen.

The movie wasnt yet over when Timmy doubled over like a pocketknife and fell sound asleep. This time when I oh so carefully carried him in my arms up the stairs and deposited him in his bed, he stayed there.

Praise God from whom all blessings flow.

I toddled downstairs, as happy as I had ever been in my life, poured myself a healthy dollop of scotch, and settled in to finish the movie. Thumper was still watching it. I guess she liked it too. Her tail was wagging. Or maybe she was just as elated as I was that Timmy had finally crashed.

What did I miss? I asked.

Thumper ignored me. Too wrapped up in the movie to respond, I supposed.

After three scotches and the demise of upwards of a hundred movie extras, all torn to shreds and devoured by the scary-ass zombies, I was ready for bed myself.

I peeked into Timmys room to make sure he was still sound asleep, and he looked like a little angel lying there in his rocket-ship pajamas. Of course, I had spent the day with him. I knew better.

I brushed my teeth, then switched on the newly acquired baby monitor I had bought myself before Timmys arrival and which now sat like a tiny guardian angel on the nightstand insuring me a little peace of mind that Timmy wouldnt dismantle the house while I slept. The baby monitor exuded a comforting fuzz of sound, filling up the shadows quite nicely. I rather enjoyed hearing it. I tucked myself naked into my bed, since its the only way I can sleep, then tucked Thumper under the covers beside me like a hot water bottle. I lay there all snug and secure with the crackly sound of the baby monitor and those three or four scotch and waters coaxing me into dreamland. Thumper rested her chin on my leg and was snoring in less than a minute. It took me a little longer. Just before my eyes and brain happily shut down for the night, a thought hit me in the head like a line drive, jarring me awake.

I bolted straight up in bed, suddenly remembering what Timmy had said at dinner.

The man in the basement is nice.

I blinked.

What man in the basement?


Chapter 2
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TWO HOURS later I was still wide-awake. The baby monitor was crackling away, casting a comforting blanket of sound across the room. It was like the background ticking of a clockthe unwavering constancy of it never quite pierced the mind or interrupted the thoughts enough to draw attention to itself. Only when Timmy rustled his bedclothes or muttered in his sleep in his room down the hall did I pause for a heartbeat to stare at the monitors white plastic casing and listen.

But for the rasping sound of the baby monitor scratching and thrumming in my ears, the world was silent. Outside, the wind was still. No street traffic could be heard. No sirens. No car alarms, thank God. It was late. Almost midnight. And on the streets of South Park, the San Diego neighborhood I called home, it seemed all activity had ceased. I could hear myself breathe, and Thumper snore, and that was about it. Otherwise the night was dead. Motionless. Like a poorly executed painting, the shadows lay around me lifeless and empty and hushed.

The house was so silent I was a little sorry I had watched that damned horror movie. Here I was, approaching thirty, and still after spending two measly hours with a horde of cheesy Hollywood zombies, I found myself all creeped out lying there in the dark. Even at four, Timmy was braver than I. There he lay, fearlessly asleep in a strange room all alone. Meanwhile, his old uncle tossed and turned in his bed down the hall while his ancient dogs hairy chin dug a hole in his thigh. And Timmy had watched the movie with me. Hell, so had the dog!

Through the monitor I could hear Timmys easy breathing, and every once in a while, he snorted, like kids do.

I always glanced at the monitor and smiled at the snorts. I wondered if that was the way a kid develops into a full-fledged snorer. Was it sort of like growing up? While the gradual lengthening of bone brings one closer to adulthood, do a four-year-olds gentle baby snorts of sleep bring him closer and closer to being the kind of guy who flutters the curtains when he snores?

Timmy was a cute kid, I thought fondly. Little elfin face, kind of biggish ears, which I sincerely hoped the boy would grow into one day. Brown hair cut not too short with a cowlick sticking up in the front. Crystal clear blue eyes as big as dinner plates, as solemn and wise and probing as only a four-year-olds can be. The only time I entertained even a smidgeon of discontent over the fact that the fates had made me gay was when I looked into my nephews soulful blue eyes. For once in a while, in their beautiful azure depths, so innocent and pure and stunningly bottomless, I saw reflected my own niggling sorrow, my own uneasy certainty, that I would never possess a child of my own.

And that was kind of a shame, now, wasnt it?

But hey, whats a guy to do? As Popeye always said, I yam what I yam. And Popeye was right. We are what we are. If the fates had decided Jason Day should be homosexual, then Jason Day didnt have much choice in the matter, did he? And truthfully, I had come to grips with my sexuality years agowhile still in high school, in factso there wasnt much point in complaining about it now.

Besides, I enjoyed being gay. There was just something incomparable about sliding your hands and lips over the body of a beautiful man. Especially when that beautiful man trembled and gasped and reciprocated with a little hand and lip action of his own.

Thus it was a little late in the game, a little late at night, and I had consumed a few too many ounces of scotch to be griping about my gayness. Heck, I should be happy I didnt look gay. Well, not really gay, at any rate. At five foot nine and fairly well put together, with reddish hair and a reddish buzz-cut beard bristling on my face below a couple of shockingly pale gray eyes, which every trick I had ever entertained in my life had favorably commented on, I was happy with the way I had turned out. And I worked to keep myself happy, exercising regularly, jogging, lifting weights, yada yada yada. While the weight training never seemed to beef me up, it did keep me limber and lean and fitting into my favorite jeans. I guess I have what might be called a runners body, lithe and trim, with nice fuzzy legs and a tight ass which knew a thing or two itself, dont think it didnt. An all-around decent package of manhood, if I say so myself. So yes, in case youre wondering, I was happy being me.

But it wasnt only the physical aspects of my life I was happy with. I loved my job designing video games, which I did at home in the remodeled sunroom at the back of the house that now served as my office. From there I could tweak my creations and look out on the backyard at the same time, enjoying my rock garden, my tree roses, the little stand of pines I had planted myself and which were now almost head high, the miniature fountain where the birds came to bathe and gossip. My back lawn was my biggest extravagance, and I loved it. I worked there continually and spared no expense in making it just the way I wanted it to be. The house had a teeny front yard, hardly enough to mow, but the backyard was huge. It was my own little Eden.

Of course, having my own little Eden had not come cheap. My sister had driven a hard bargain when she sold me the property. She might have been heartbroken that her husband of three years had taken a powder, disappearing one day and never returning, without so much as a fuck-you note to explain it, but Sally was not so heartbroken that she couldnt smell a financial windfall landing in her lap.

While unable to remain in the house because it reminded her of Paul, she still stuck to her asking price, even when she learned it was her very own brother who was interested in buying it. And I didnt much mind that she didbecause I really wanted the house!

And now, a year after selling the home, and three years after her husband disappeared, Sally was off on vacation with the man she was having an affair with, and here I was, babysitting my one and only nephew, Timmy, who at the ripe old age of four was in training to become a world class snorer and running me ragged while he did it.

In truth I had been a bit uneasy when Sally broached the subject of Timmy staying with me for a month. It would, after all, be the first time the kid had spent a night in the house since his father disappeared. While I feared it might bring back repressed memories of missing his father, Sally assured me Timmy was way too young when his father ran off to miss him, or even remember him at all.

And so far that seemed to be the case.

He had called me Daddy after I snatched him up in the backyard that afternoon, but that might have been a slip of the tongue. Maybe the kids memory banks had skidded over a cog or two. God knows mine do it often enough.

I rolled over in the bed to get Thumpers pointy chin out of my leg and made a renewed effort to fall asleep. I counted sheep. Then I counted Big Macs. Finally, I tried to remember back to every trick I had ever slept with, and that was a big mistake. Suddenly, I was not only wide-awake, I was also turned on. And hungry.

Rather than poke my dog in the ribs with my blossoming hard-on, I rolled over again, facing the opposite direction. Thumper pressed her cold nose to my butt, and I jumped like a jackrabbit. Jesus.

I threw the covers off, climbed out of bed, and pulled on a robe. Leaving the dog where she layflat on her back with her legs pointing off in four different directions, smack in the middle of the mattressI sauntered out into the hall, rubbing my eyes and grumbling to myself.

I stuck my ear to Timmys door but couldnt hear anything, so I quietly pulled it open and peeked inside. Timmy was sprawled out sideways in the bed sound asleep, with one arm and one leg dangling over either side of the bed. His head was twisted all the way back in what looked like an excruciatingly uncomfortable position, sort of like a fossilized velociraptor. His pajama shirt had been dragged up to his chin, exposing his pale belly. One pant leg was knotted up around his hip leaving his little stick-thin leg exposed to the elements and poking out into the night air like skeletal remains.

He looked like he had fallen out of a plane.

Satisfied he was still alive and sound asleep, although I wasnt sure how, I silently backed away and headed for the stairs.

In the kitchen, I flicked on the lights; then I just as quickly flicked them off. Too much light. Then I remembered the zombies and quickly flicked them on again. Too much dark. What a wuss I am.

I settled myself at the kitchen table and plucked an apple from the bowl of fruit sitting there. Chomping away at the apple, eyes half closed, I wondered what my sister was doing at that moment. An image of her and Dipshit performing the nasty on a hotel balcony overlooking Times Square suddenly popped into my head, and I gave myself a shake to dislodge it. Yuk.

I glanced at the clock. Two in the morning. I wondered if Timmy was an early riser. God, I hoped not. I laid my head down on the table, still clutching my apple core, and fell instantly asleep.

When I awoke, the kitchen was filled with morning light. I lifted my head and saw Timmy sitting at the table across from me, grinning. His hair appeared to have been run over by a Bush Hog. Yesterday his hair was blond and fluffy and cutely casual. Today it was totally uneven, with a couple of bald patches shining through here and there. He looked like a dog with mange.

I wiped the drool off my chin and sat up with a creak and a groan. I could actually hear my eyeballs rolling around inside my head like marbles in a bucket.

What the hell happened to your hair? I asked.

I cut it.

You cut it?

Yeah. Whats for breakfast?

My mind wasnt ready for breakfast. All I could envision was my sister strangling me with an extension cord. You cut it?

Timmy laughed, presumably at the horrified expression on my face, then climbed down off the chair. He padded across the kitchen on his bare feet and yanked open the refrigerator with a grunt, sticking his head in between the first and second shelves. That was as high as his head went. From the back his hair looked worse than it did in the front, and in the front, it looked terrible.

Still in shock, I gazed down at the blackened apple core in my hand, then back to Timmys hair, or what was left of it. What did you cut it with? I asked. I thought I had hidden all the scissors when I kidproofed the house.

Timmy was digging through the bottom shelf now. That little pop-up button thingy on the side of your lectric razor. It cuts real good.

The sideburn trimmer?

I guess. Wheres the ice cream?

Freezer.

What kind you got?

Pistachio strawberry.

Bleccchh. I want chocolate.

Well, you cant have chocolate. Youll have pistachio strawberry. And by God, youll eat every spoonful after the stunt you just pulled, young man. There, I thought, thatll show the kid whos boss.

Oh, all right, Timmy groused. He climbed back up on the chair, plopped his elbows on the table, and waited for me to serve him.

While I filled a bowl with ice cream, it slowly dawned on me the kid had just conned me again. Hadnt he?

I glanced over to where he sat. He was smiling like the Cheshire cat.

You think youre pretty smart, dont you? I asked.

Im smarter than you, he said, his poor massacred hair poking unevenly off the top of his head as if his brains had exploded.

I would have argued, but I was fairly certain the kid was right.

I handed him his ice cream and scooped out another bowl for myself.

I guessed I wouldnt be starting that diet today after all.





IN AN effort to work off the fat I had undoubtedly acquired following Timmys diet of hot dogs, ice cream, and macaroni and cheese, I decided to put us both to work cleaning out the basement. It was a job I had been postponing forever. And since there were spiders in the basement (which was the major reason for the postponement) I thought it might be nice to have Timmy around to keep me in line. After all, I didnt want to seem like a girlie fruitcup to my one and only nephew, squealing and swooning every time I spotted a bug. I was fairly certain I could maintain a modicum of dignity with the kid watching my every move. There was also the added benefit that if I ran across a really big spider, maybe I could get Timmy to kill it for me.

Thats not effeminate, is it?

It was a hot day, but because of the spider thing, I wore long pants, a long-sleeved shirt buttoned all the way up to my throat, one of those big summer straw hats pulled all the way down over my ears, with a flap hanging down in the back, and gloves. Leather gloves. Thick leather gloves. Nothing short of a hammerhead shark could bite through those. If I had owned a beekeeper suit, I would have worn that too, no matter how much Timmy was snickering at my appearance.

And speaking of Timmy, he tackled the enterprise barefoot with a pair of shorts on. That was it.

The fool. And with that haircut, he really did look like a fool. Id have to do something about that before his mother came home. But not today. Today we had other fish to fry. Metaphorically.

Timmy and I stood in the middle of that unholy mess I called my basement and gazed around, trying to figure what to do first. I really had no intention of throwing anything away. I just needed to get the place organized.

Before we could decide how to begin, we heard a whining coming from the top of the stairs that led down from the service porch behind the kitchen. It was Thumper.

I couldnt believe it. Unless it entailed pooping or eating, Thumper hadnt been off the couch on her own since the last presidential election. And now here she was, wanting to join the party.

Its not like the dog asked for much, so I had little choice but to slog up the stairs in my spider-killing suit, sweating like a field hand, wondering all the while just what were the symptoms of a heat stroke, and carry her down to the basement floor. There she stood on quivering legs, looking around for a place to lie down. Timmy dragged an old blanket out of a box in the corner and dropped it by the wall. Thumper limped over to it and collapsed in a heap, raising a little cloud of dust. Then she gave Timmys hand a friendly thank-you lick.

Timmy seemed as amazed as I was. Wow, he said. She licked me.

See? I said. And you thought she was dead.

Timmy lay on the blanket beside her and pressed his ear to her belly. I can hear her belly rumbling, he said.

Lovely.

Oops, Timmy said with a giggle. I pressed too hard, and she farted.

Even lovelier.

Leaving my geriatric dog and my insane nephew lying in the corner getting to know each other, I pulled on my gloves and went to workdragging boxes of books into a corner out of the way, rearranging some of the discarded furniture that would one day need to be donated to charity, but not today, and trying to organize the lawn equipment in one general area instead of scattered to hell and back so I never knew where anything was when I needed it.

Timmy had enough sense to stay out of my way. He didnt want to work any more than I did.

The house was a beautiful old Craftsman, built in 1923. Sallys previous husband, Paul, an attorney, had bought the house as a fixer-upper just prior to their marriage, and the two of them had done a lot of work on the house during the two years they were together. New windows, new roof, new furnace and AC. They had also done a lot of buttressing of the foundation and structural work in the basement, which I learned when I bought the house. New walls and floor to seal out the damp, new lighting fixtures overhead. A sturdy security door leading directly outside to the backyard, keeping the place safe. Unlike me, Paul had been handy with tools. He did a lot of the work himself.

I had liked Paul. Might even have had a bit of a crush on him. The man was handsome, kind, funny, and caring. Consequently, there wasnt too much about him not to like. During the years of their marriage, I was thrilled Sally had found a guy who would put up with her the way Paul did. In fact, Paul was nuts about Sally. I could see it the first time I met the man. Paul didnt seem to have any issues about his brother-in-law being gay either. He treated me the way he treated everyonewith an easy friendship and an unwavering loyalty that drew people in and made them reciprocate in kind.

When Timmy came along, Paul was nuts about him too. The best father ever.

Until he ran off like a louse.

I was still heartsick with the way things had turned out. It had taken me months to accept the fact that what Sally said had happened, actually had. One day her husband was there, and the next day he was gone. Just like that.

Sally thought Pauls disappearance was brought about by another woman, and over the years, I had grown to accept that hypothesis as well. Finally, the police had accepted it too, explaining that people disappear every day and many are never heard from again. They seemed to think since Paul was a lawyer he would be even more adept at covering his tracks than the average Joe. He would know a few legalities that could keep him hidden indefinitely. He might even be practicing law in a different state under an assumed name. Just because he abandoned his family did not mean he had abandoned his livelihood.

Sally seemed grateful he had left everything for her and Timmy. After all, he could have taken the money with him. She also seemed to think that if he wanted to be gone, she should simply let him go. After the first few frantic weeks of his disappearance, she finally turned her back on Pauls memory and rarely spoke of him again. I secretly suspected that during that time, her love for Paul had turned to, if not hatred, at least a stubborn indifference.

I supposed I couldnt blame my sister for that.

After three years Sally had Pauls name removed from the house and their bank accountsIm sure there were a lot of legal hassles involved, but I never asked and she never went into itand while he wasnt officially declared dead yet, it was pretty much accepted around town that the man was never coming back.

Thats when Sally put the house up for sale, and thats when I rode in on my white horse, checkbook in hand, and bought it from her lock, stock, and barrel. Now Sally lived on the other side of town in a condo by the bay, and I was rattling around in the rambling Craftsman she and her husband had fixed up, and we were both moving on with our lives.

As for Paul, I supposed I would never know what really happened. Oddly, I wished him well. Paul might have chosen to leave Sally penniless, but instead, he left her with security and a roof over her and their sons heads. The man could not be faulted for that.

Now with a new love in Sallys life, a man she had worked with for years at the bank, where she held down the position of loan manager, my sister had come full circle. The fact that I didnt like the twit she was seeing didnt seem to bother her much, and I couldnt really see why it should. It was her life, not mine. The best thing I could do would be step back and let her live it.

At least the kid turned out all right, with little or no residual trauma from the ordeal of being abandoned by his father in babyhood. It was sad Paul would never get to know Timmy. Or the boy him. Sad, indeed. It broke my heart a little just thinking about it.

I wiped the sweat from my eyes and looked over at Timmy now.

I gave an inward groan and chuckle. God, that haircut!

I suddenly remembered what Timmy had said at dinner the night before.

I peeled the bandanna off my face, jerked the hat off my head, and tore open the top of the shirt that was strangling me to death. The sun had risen high in the California sky, and it was pounding on the little ground-level windows like a burglar trying to bash his way in. It must have been ninety degrees outside. Ninety-five in the basement. I had flung the security door wide, hoping to let in a little air, but since there wasnt a breath of wind outside, it wasnt doing much to cool the place down.

Timmy laughed now that I had exposed my head for the first time in an hour. Ooh, youre all wet. You look greasy.

Its called sweat, Timmy. People do it when they work.

Then I dont think I ever want to do any.

Golly, the kid really was a born politician. They never want to do any work either.

I stared at Timmy. He was up against the wall beside the furnace, sitting cross-legged on the blanket next to Thumper. He had his hands cupped together before his face, peeking carefully between his fingers.

What are you holding?

A bug.

Does it have a stinger?

No.

Horns?

No.

A little umbrella and spats?

Timmy giggled. No.

Then let it go.

Timmy threw it at me and laughed like a hyena when I squealed and jumped out of the way.

I tried to act nonchalant, especially when I saw the bug had not only missed me but had gathered its wings about itself and actually flown off in the opposite direction, but Timmy didnt look fooled. In fact, he was still laughing, although he had buried his face in Thumpers belly while he did it. Thumper was sound asleep. It takes a lot to impress Thumper. Or even wake her up.

I cleared my throat.

Remember at dinner last night? You said the man in the basement was nice. What man were you talking about?

Timmy put his head to the floor, nose to nose with Thumper. Thumper opened her eyes and gave the kid a lick. Timmy licked her back.

Dont lick the dog, I said.

She did it first.

Yeah, but she cleans her butt with that tongue. Presumably, you dont.

Timmy popped up to a sitting position, wiping furiously at his mouth with a corner of the blanket. Oh, he said.

And dont wipe your mouth on that blanket. Its filthy.

Youre worse than Mommy.

Thanks. About the man in the basement

What about him?

Who is he?

Timmy shrugged. Some guy.

You saw him through the little window yesterday?

I didnt see him. I just heard him. He said you were getting fat.

I stiffened. What?

Timmy giggled at another one of my horrified expressions. I seemed to acquire a lot of them when Timmy was around. Just kidding, he said, all innocent charm, which didnt fool me in the least. Can I cut your hair, Uncle Jason?

That would be a big fat no, I said. I still dont know what were going to do about yours.

I gave the air a minute to clear from all this extraneous conversation about haircuts and me getting fat (damn, that hurt) and finally got back to the mysterious man in the basement.

What did he look like?

I told you. I didnt see him. He just talked to me.

Through the window?

Timmy nodded. He sounded sad. I guess he didnt like you getting fat.

Stop saying that!

Timmy snorted a laugh.

Youre making this up, I said.

No, Im not.

Then talk to him now.

What do you want me to say?

Tell him to show himself.

I dont want to.

Why?

Because youre afraid of a bug. Youd probly fall over dead if a ghost popped out.

Hes a ghost?

Maybe.

Do you see him now?

No. But I think hes listening.

Does your mother make you wear a straightjacket at home?

Only when weve got company.

I threw my gloves and hat and bandanna on the basement floor and tried to beat the dust off my clothes. The basement looked marginally better than it had when Id started. At least you could walk through it now without breaking your neck. I figured that was good enough.

I pulled the outside security door closed and pushed the deadbolt in place. Lets go eat lunch.

What are we having?

The extortion we didnt eat yesterday.

Is it still good?

Extortion is always good.

He was obviously leery. Well, okay, then, I guess.

I threw the kid over my shoulder, making him squeal with delight, tucked Thumper under my arm, making her growl with something less than delight, and headed for the stairs.

I reached out to flick off the basement lights, and before I could touch the switch, the lights went out on their own.

I stood there blinking, staring at the switch in the dark. Sayhuh?

Timmy tapped the side of my head with his little fist like he was knocking on a door. I could actually hear the bonking sound it made.

See? he said, still dangling down my back like a feather boa. Told ya. Ghost.


Chapter 3
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GREAT. TWO days with Timmy and already the kids head was butchered and my house was haunted. Oh, well. At least the basement was organized.

Once again, Timmy and I were sitting at the kitchen table. He was making a face over his lunch.

This stortion tastes like fish.

I smiled to myself. Imagine that.

Where does it come from?

What?

Stortion.

It comes from Argentina. Great herds of them roam the Pampas looking for little boys to eat. Youre lucky. You ate this one before he ate you.

His eyes were leery. He gazed from me to his plate, then back again.

It still tastes like fish. Timmy said, turning to stare through the kitchen window as if mulling it all over. Then his eyes opened wide. Look at that man.

I jumped. What? Another ghost? I followed Timmys stare through the window and saw a man standing behind Jacks MINI Cooper, jotting down the license number. He was cute, but he didnt look like a cop. He was wearing blue jeans and a polo shirt, and even from this distance, I could tell he had a really nice ass. Shows where my priorities lie, huh?

Stay here, I said.

Naturally, Timmy followed me right out of the house.

As I stepped through the front door, I saw the man slip the little notebook he was holding into his back pocket. Happily, it didnt do too much damage to the outline of his butt. And a fine outline it was too.

Can I help you? I asked.

The man was perhaps my age or a little younger, with a shock of chocolate-brown hair waving all over his head. When he turned and nailed me with a pair of warm brown eyes, it took all my willpower not to fluff my hair like Mae West just to make sure I looked my best. An easy smile twisted his mouth, and a flash of white teeth glittered in the sun as he took me in from head to toe. I have to say he didnt seem too disappointed by what he was gazing at.

He stepped toward me finally, hand outstretched, and met me at the curb.

I remember you from the wedding, he said. I automatically extended my hand in return, and he scooped it into both of his, not so much shaking as simply holding it. The feel of his skin sent tingles to every erogenous zone on my body. It was a wonder I didnt ignite like a road flare and lay sizzling in the street.

Then his words soaked in. I had only been to one wedding in my life. You mean my sisters wedding?

He nodded, and as he nodded, he gazed down at Timmy and his smile widened. Timmy smiled right back. Maybe he was smitten too.

The young mans voice was as soft as a warm cotton blanket when he turned back to me and said, Your sisters and my brothers. That wedding.

A long-forgotten memory snagged my attention. A young man just out of high school five years earlier, brother of the groom, chowing down on wedding cake at Sally and Pauls reception. He sat stiff and uncomfortable in his new blue suit, and he was absolutely stunning with a little dollop of white icing smearing the corner of his mouth.

I remember, I said. You and your family came into town for the wedding from I snapped my fingers, trying to recall. It wouldnt come.

Tucson, he prompted.

Tucson!

He laughed at my response. And when he laughed, my erogenous zones tingled again. Every damned one of them. To cover my embarrassment, I knelt down by Timmy and said, Say hello. This is your uncle

Then I realized I had no idea what the guys name was. Happily, the young man filled in the blanks as he knelt on the sidewalk beside me, facing the boy.

Sam, he said, giving Timmy a gentle smile and reaching out to take Timmys tiny hand in his big paw.

Sam! I barked. Thats right! Then I blushed, because really, what the hell was I barking for? Nerves? Hormones? Endorphins? This time Sam and Timmy both laughed at me.

I tried to gather up the shredded remains of my dignity and said, Timmy, say hello to your uncle, Sam. Then it was my turn to laugh. Uncle Sam?

Sam watched my mouth curl up and laughed. And youre Jason, I think.

I nodded. Yep. Jason. So we shook hands again. Did Sally know you were coming?

He brushed the hair out of his eyes and glanced at his watch. I might have mentioned it. I dont remember.

It took me all of two seconds to decide my next move.

It doesnt matter anyway, I said. Timmy and I were just sitting down to lunch. If you arent in a hurry, come inside and join us.

Sam seemed a little stunned by the invitation. I wasnt sure why. Did I look that inhospitable?

After a couple of heartbeats, he said, Thanks, Jason. Id like that.

We stood, and Timmy tugged on Sams pant leg before we could walk toward the house.

Yes? Sam asked kindly, bending all the way down so his and Timmys noses were only inches apart.

You can have my stortion, Timmy said. It sucks anyway.

Sam got that expression one gets on ones face when a cab driver who cant speak two words of English starts blabbering in some unrecognizable language about God knows what.

Did you say stortion?

Timmy looked disappointed that Sam was so poorly educated. Yeah, they find it in the Pampers.

Well, uh, gee, Sam hedged, obviously not knowing what the heck the kid was talking about. Thanks, I think. But maybe Im not as hungry as I thought I was. And by the way. Who cut your hair?

Timmy straightened his shouldersa battered peacock putting every ruffled feather on proud display after a heart-stopping run-in with a passing automobile. I did. Why? You want me to cut yours?

Sam gave a whistle, then made a god-awful face for my benefit alone, turning his head just enough that Timmy couldnt see it. Oh, no. Thanks. But yours looks great. Best haircut ever.

It was at that very moment I knew I liked the guy. Liked him a lot. Sam seemed like a really nice man, and I have a weakness for really nice men. Especially when they looked like this one.

I threw Timmy over my shoulder again, this time to shut him up, since he seemed about to jabber on forever, and the three of us laughed our way into the house.

Sam was muttering to himself behind me. Im not eating anything that comes out of Pampers.





FINALLY, I had another adult around to appreciate my cooking, and I have to admit, the salmon was delicious. Tender, buttery, perfect. Since Timmy had glowered and pushed his portion to the side of his plate like a dead salamander, I broke down and fixed him another hot dog, which renewed his good humor immediately.

Sam never took his eyes off the boy, except for those moments when, out of sheer politeness because I was speaking to him, he was forced to lay those sexy brown orbs on me.

Soon I had set a place and filled a plate for Sam, and we all got down to the business of eating.

After tasting his food, the first thing Sam said was, This is salmon, right?

And the first thing I said was, Hush. I rolled my eyes in Timmys direction, hoping Sam would understand. He did.

Then I decided to do a little interrogating. I was nosy.

Why were you so interested in Jacks car?

Sam centered those eyes on me again, and my toes curled. Jack? he asked.

Yeah. Sallys boyfriend.

Oh, is that whose car it was? I just liked the looks of it. Even wrote down the model of it just in case I won the lottery.

It looked like you were writing down the license number.

Sam laughed. Why would I do that?

I couldnt think of a reason, so I assumed I was wrong and let it go.

So how long are you in town, Sam?

Just a few days.

Business?

Uh, yeah. Taking care of some business for my dad.

Youre pretty, Timmy said, and he wasnt talking to me.

Sam had the good grace to blush. Thanks, kid. You cruising?

Timmy thought that was funny, although I doubted he knew what it meant. Those two little words gave me food for thought, however. My God, is Sam gay?

Married? I asked, being ineptly sneaky.

Nope. Gay, Sam flatly stated, being honest and not sneaky at all. How can you not like a man like that?

I almost choked on a green bean. Before I could stop myself, the words were out of my mouth. And Im sure the gay world is happy as hell about it.

He blushed again, this time around a very attractive smile. Thanks, Jason.

Although you do tend to make the rest of us look like trolls.

Oh, please, he said. And then he seemed to think he should clarify that statement. Trying to look surprised, he added, Oh, are you gay too? I didnt know.

Yeah right. And the earth is flat.

Even with his insincere comment about not knowing I was gay, I found myself enjoying the mans company immensely. My eyes kept being drawn to his arms. Lord, they were sexy. Nicely tanned, ribboned with muscle, and spattered with a pelt of dark hair I really wanted to reach out and stroke. His longish hair seemed to perpetually hang in his eyes, but he was one of those people who wasnt bothered by the fact. When he blinked I could see his long, gorgeous eyelashes nudging that curtain of brown hair out of the way. That would have driven me crazy. Id be wearing a barrette to keep my bangs off my face. And no, Im not really butch if thats your next question, although Im not a flaming queen either. At least, I hope Im not.

I finally decided it might be sensible to stop ogling my guest. After all, I was pretty sure he wasnt here to see me. He was here to see his nephew.

About Timmys hair, I explained. He didnt fall in the Cuisinart, you know. He cut it himself. I turned my back on him for no more than five seconds, I swear, and look what he did.

Sam laughed and reached across the table to run his fingers through what little hair Timmy had left to cover his noggin. Timmy was gnawing at his hot dog and barely noticed the touch.

Its original, Sam said. Im thinking theres only one way to fix it.

Give it a year to grow out? I asked. It might be simpler to just trade the kid in on a new one.

No. Buzz the whole thing off.

What, his hair?

Yeah.

His mother would kill me.

Like she wont kill you now?

The mention of Sally made me wonder just how much Sam knew about what was going on.

Sally is gone for a few weeks on vacation. You did know that, right? I wasnt sure if this was the time to tell him I was sorry his brother had taken a powder three years earlier and abandoned his family like a heartless shithead, so I bit my tongue and said nothing. Come to think of it, there is probably never a right time for saying that.

Sam nodded when I mentioned Sally, forking a little more salmon into his mouth. Sipping his water. Dabbing at his mouth with a napkin. Gazing around the room. He had the appearance of a man stalling for time, which I thought was odd. Then I decided I was imagining things. Sam was too cute to be duplicitous. (See how infatuated I was already? Lord, Im a slut.)

Finally, Sam nodded. There was a message on her answering machine saying shed be gone for a few weeks and leaving your address and phone number because you were babysitting Timmy.

Timmy almost choked on that. Through a mouthful of hot dog he cried out, Hes not babysitting me! Im babysitting him! Hes even afraid of bugs!

Sam and I laughed. I laughed because it was true. I also laughed because Sam was laughing because he thought it was the ridiculous spouting of a four-year-old. Im afraid the man had a lot to learn about his nephews other uncle.

Again, Sam was staring at Timmy with a wistful expression on his face. I could see it meant a great deal to him to meet the boy.

Have you never seen Timmy before? I asked. I never remembered Sam visiting. Never remembered Sally mentioning him at all.

Sam tore his eyes away from his nephew. There was a hint of sadness in their golden-brown depths for a moment, then he blinked the sadness away and focused on me. No. When Sam was born, I was pulling a hitch in the Navy. Went in right out of high school. Not long after the wedding, in fact. By the time I came home, Paul had…

His voice trailed away, and I finished the sentence for him. … run off.

Sam nodded, but he didnt look happy about it. Yes. I suppose. Run off. Anyway, he was long gone.

The timeline wasnt adding up for me. So you must be about twenty-three.

Im twenty-four.

And you must have been discharged from the Navy almost three years ago.

He did some calculating in his head. I could see him do it. Thats about right.

I glanced at Timmy. His attention was centered on a green bean. He was examining it like maybe it was actually a worm or something. I lowered my voice and leaned in a little closer to Sam. I wondered if I was about to kill a burgeoning friendship.

It seems to me if this is the first time youve seen Timmy, its no ones fault but your own. Tucson isnt that far away. You could have driven or flown out to see your nephew on any given weekend, even if you were working.

A flash of anger darkened Sams eyes for the briefest moment, but then he looked away. By the time he gazed back at me, the anger was gone, replaced by humility.

Yes. It was my fault. But now Id like to make up for it and get to know him. Hes my only nephew. I hope youll let me do that. Ill only be in town for a couple of weeks. Ill try not to monopolize his time.

I couldnt understand the desperate tone of his voice. Once again, I wondered just what kind of person he thought I was.

Well, of course you can get to know him. You should get to know him. I dont know why you would think I wouldnt let you do that. And I dont care how much time you spend with him.

Sams relief was evident on his face. He gave me a grateful smile, which I was still having trouble understanding. But I returned his smile with one of my own.

Then its settled, I said. While youre in town, you can spend as much time with Timmy as you like. Come over whenever. I work at home. Well almost always be here. Where are you staying? Did you fly out or drive? Do you have a car?

Again Sam looked uncomfortable. If he hadnt been sitting, he would probably have been shuffling his feet. My cars parked around the corner. I havent found a place to stay yet. I just drove into town a couple of hours ago. Im sure theres a motel close. Maybe you can suggest one.

Stay here, Timmy said.

Sam and I looked over at the kid. He had a green bean poking out of each ear.

Timmy grinned at the expressions on our faces.

When he knew he had our full and undivided attention, green beans be damned, he said it again. This time to me. Let Uncle Sam stay here. Then we can play hide and seek.

Oh, no, Sam said, but I ignored him. I was still staring at Timmy. The kid looked sincere. Even with the beans.

Would you really like your Uncle Sam to stay here with us so you can get to know him?

Sure. Itll be fun. We could play tag too. Timmy gave a big tooth-baring grin to expose a green bean draped over his front teeth. Combined with the two sticking out of his ears, it made him look absolutely insane.

Sam and I laughed. Then we gazed at each other.

Before Sam could open his mouth and try to wiggle out of the invitation, I asked him point blank. Would you like to stay with us? Theres plenty of room. Was there an ulterior motive niggling around in the back of my head? Even I wasnt sure. All I really knew was that it made sense. What better way for Timmy to get to know his uncle than by living under the same roof with him for a couple of weeks. And it would even save the guy some money. Thats always a good thing, right?

Sam said exactly what I knew he would say. I dont want to impose.

Nice try, I said. But frankly, youd be doing me a favor. Maybe I can even take a nap without worrying about the kid shaving the dog bald.

Timmys eyes popped open wide, like that was the best idea he had heard in weeks. He leaned over the edge of his chair to peer into the living room, where Thumper was snoring like a diesel engine in among the sofa cushions.

I narrowed my eyes and reached across the table to tap Timmy on the head with a fork. Dont even think about it.

Sam laughed. Then he offered me a very handsome, very sincere look of pure gratitude. It was so handsome and so sincere that for some reason I felt my dick stir in my pants. Good grief, that was unexpected.

He laid his hand over mine atop the table, and my dick gave another tiny lurch. I would love to stay, he said softly. And I wont just be getting to know Timmy. Ill be getting to know you too. Were practically related after all.

I raised a finger and wagged it in front of his face. But were not.

He grinned and his face reddened. No, Jason. Were not. Then he gently added, Thank you for doing this.

My poor dick was confused. Was I putting the moves on the guy or simply being hospitable? Even I wasnt sure anymore.

Its settled, then, I said.

Settled, Sam echoed.

Timmy plucked the green beans out of his ears and poked them both into his mouth with the other one, chewing them all into a pulp. Yay! he sputtered, spitting green beans down the front of his shirt by accident. Then he looked down at himself and groaned. Oops.

Sam was about to say something, but once again I waggled my finger in his face before he had a chance.

Too late to back out now. You already said yes.

He blinked and smiled. His big warm hand still rested over mine, and I was really digging the way it felt.

That I did, he said.

You better watch out, Timmy said, licking the green beans off his shirt. Uncle Jason likes boys.

Sam gave Timmy a fond smile. Yeah, he said, but so do I, so your warning is invalid. He then cast a devious glance in my direction, which took me by surprise and made me jump in my seat like someone had poked me with a needle. But it was the ensuing friendly wink that caused my heart to skip a couple of beats. Was I imagining things, or were there all kinds of possibilities in that wink?

Timmy stared at Sam and me eyeing each other like he was watching a Woody Woodpecker cartoon, then he buried his face in his little hands and silently giggled. For the longest time, he simply sat there shaking his head, chewing his green beans, and giggling without a sound. It was actually quite astonishing. I had never seen the kid muted by circumstances before.

As a matter of fact, I was muted too. Couldnt have strung three words together if someone had put a gun to my head.

All I could do was stare at Sam, who was now attacking his salmon like he was starved. Lord, the man was beautiful.


Chapter 4
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I SETTLED Sam and his one tiny suitcase in the spare bedroom past Timmys. After putting his few clothes away, he gently closed the bedroom door for a little privacy and spent some time on his cell phone, presumably pertaining to that business he mentioned earlier, whatever it was. With his call complete, he and Timmy went out to explore the backyard while I parked myself in the sunroom in front of my computer and my quad monitor setup and worked on God of the Sun, my latest video game creation, which seemed to have more bugs in it than a frigging ant hill.

I watched Timmy and Sam giggling and chasing each other through my cedar trees. Later I saw them sprawled side by side on my hammock, and shortly after that, I spotted them crawling through the grass with their noses to the ground like bloodhounds. When they caught me spying on them through the window, they both popped up on their knees and waved hello, excited as puppies.

I laughed and waved back, seeing the pleasure on both their faces when I did. Timmy had a new friend, and that made me happy. Sam was connecting with his long-lost nephew, and that made me even happier. I thought it quite possible that before Sams visit was over, I might make a new friend as well. I hoped so anyway. Aside from Sam being gorgeous and sexy and apparently kind, he was also secure enough in his own skin to crawl around on the ground with a four-year-old and not have his masculinity threatened.

How could you not be attracted to a guy like that?

I slogged away for a while honing the soundtrack for the big finale of the game. Unfortunately, what was supposed to sound like a volcanic eruption in truth sounded more like a dyspeptic choo-choo train, and after twenty minutes of tweaking, the choo-choo train had morphed into a god-awful belching sound like maybe a rhinoceros would cough up after eating a porkypine. Beaten for the time being, I switched over to work on the mechanics of the game instead, the JUMP command in particular. The sound equipment I had used before was now set to blast out show tunes. How gay is that?

I happily cocooned myself in a thundering bubble of voice and orchestra and the staccato clatter of countless tap shoes. Eyes glued to the bank of monitors, I adjusted and coaxed and tweaked for all I was worth. Gradually, the JUMP command appeared to be improving, so I moved along to the SPIN command just for a change of pace. Lost in my own little world, I had little sensation of the passing of time. Only when the golden light of sunset began to stretch across the yard outside did it snag my attention long enough to make me realize the day was almost over.

I had not seen Timmy or Sam for hours. And poor Thumper needed to be taken out too.

I powered down my equipment, groaned my way to my feet, and set off in search of my nephew and houseguest, feeling guilty about ignoring them both for so long. Still, there was a spring in my step because I had moved God of the Sun a little farther along toward completion. Of course, the spring in my step only made me feel guiltier about being a crappy host and dog owner. So to make it up to everyone, I decided to take the lot of us out to dinner. Or have it delivered in. Then I was struck by a fresh bout of guilt wondering if I was actually being nice or was I simply reaffirming the fact that I was too lazy to cook?

The house was silent and emptyno brown-eyed hunky uncles, no four-year-old terrors, no geriatric canines anywhere. Then I found a handwritten note stuck to the refrigerator door.



OUT TO COLLECT DINNER. GOT THE KID AND THE DOG WITH ME. BE BACK SOON. SAM



My first reaction was the blessed relief of feeling my guilt melt away like the condensation of breath on a windowpane. Everything was taken care of after all. My second reaction, which rather surprised me, was to be a teeny bit annoyed. Timmy was in my care. Hell, so was the dog. The least Sam could have done was ask before he drove off with them. Then I decided he was probably being nice, not wanting to disturb me as I plied my trade. Rather than being annoyed, I should be thankful he gave me time to work while taking over the brunt of caring for all my charges.

Before I could stew over it long, I heard the rattle of the front door opening and tiny thundering footsteps tearing through the house, room by room by room, undoubtedly searching for me.

Timmy peeked around a doorway, spotted me standing there, and came racing into my arms. To my amazement, as if Timmys devotion wasnt enough to warm my heart, I was also fairly astounded to find Thumper doing her level best to scamper along in Timmys wake. Still hugging Timmy, I knelt to give her a pat, and she plopped onto her side, exhausted, pleading for a belly rub. So I gave her one.

And suddenly there was Sam, his face alight with excitement, standing in the doorway clutching two brown paper bags. The smell of Chinese food that instantly filled the house left little doubt as to what the bags contained.

Sam gazed down at the three of us in our little lovefest and grinned. Looking up at him, I grinned back.

Lets eat, he said, holding the bags high for my approval.

And to my utter delight, Thumper awkwardly pulled herself to her feet and gave a feeble bark. One happy little yip. Her vow of silence had apparently ended. I scooped her into my arms and gave her a peck on the head. Looking over her, I watched Sam carry the bags into the kitchen. Timmy and his horrific haircut pranced along at his heels.

With Thumper tucked under my chin, I felt a smile creep across my face as I followed the gang into the kitchen.





IT WAS dark outside, and I had just gone around the living room switching on lights. Sam and I sat in the wingback chairs by the unlit fireplace, sipping at beers and speaking softly together because Timmy and Thumper were conked out on the couch. Timmy was using Thumper for a pillow just as I sometimes did. Thumper was flat on her back, loving it, her snores ruffling Timmys hair. What little hair Timmy had left.

Sam was being effusive in his praise for the boy. Im having the time of my life being with him, Jason. Thanks for letting me stay with you for a few days. I cant tell you what it means to me.

He really likes you, I said, glancing at Timmy, then back to Sam. He probably needs a few more men in his life, what with I wasnt sure how to finish the sentence. In fact, I was pretty darned disappointed with myself for having started the sentence at all.

Sam didnt seem to mind the fact that I was an insensitive clod. He even went so far as to finish the sentence for me. What with his father gone, you mean.

Yes, I said. Sorry. I knew we would probably end up talking about that, but I was hoping to broach the subject a little more gracefully. I dont suppose your family has heard from Paul.

Sam held his beer bottle to his mouth, frozen in midsip. He blinked a couple of times, studying my face. Finally, he finished his drink. Tucking the beer bottle between his legs, he too glanced at Timmy before speaking. When his eyes came back to me, they were hooded. Purposely benign. But the muscles in his jaw were clenched. His thoughts obviously were not benign at all. I was taken aback by the emotion he couldnt quite hide from his voice. Nor had I missed the initial look of incredulity that flashed in Sams eyes before he managed to bury it.

A word popped into my head. Conflicted. Sam looked conflicted.

When he spoke his voice was solemn, not much more than a whisper. No, I havent heard from Paul. I suspect I never will.

Im sorry, I said again. I didnt want to cast aspersions on Sams brother, but I found it hard to talk about Paul without showing how much I detested the way he had simply walked away from his wife and son, apparently never once looking back. It must be hard on your parents, I added, and once again I rather regretted saying that too. I seemed unable to keep my foot out of my mouth.

This time Sam didnt seem to mind so much. Nor did he deny it. Yes. Pauls disappearance has torn our family apart. Its hard enough losing a brother. Im sure its even harder losing a son.

Im sure it is, I said. Again I glanced at Timmy, snuggled up to Thumper, the two of them snoring softly. Aside from my own heartbeat thumping in my ears, theirs was the only sound in the room. I was floored by the sudden realization of how much I loved the boy. I shouldnt have been, but I was. It must be terrible not

Knowing? Sam asked. Yes. Thats the worst part.

He stared into the cold fireplace as if remembering the last fire that burned there. Which of course he couldnt because he had never been in the house before.

Im sure youll hear from Paul someday. Dont you think? He must miss his family too. Maybe not Timmy or Sally, I suppose, but he must wonder about your folks. His mom and dad. No one can be that

Cold, Sam said. The word youre looking for is cold.

I couldnt deny it. That was exactly the word I was looking for. Yes, I said. Cold. I tried to speak the word kindly, maybe even understandingly, but once again I found the anger I felt for Paul standing in the way of courtesy.

Sams warm brown eyes studied me. You hate my brother.

I dragged my chair a little closer and reached out to lay my hand on Sams knee. No, I said. I dont hate him. I always liked Paul. But

But?

But I cant deny I hate what he did.

Leaving, you mean.

Yes. Leaving. I simply cant understand why he would do that. He loved Timmy. I know he did. I even thought he loved my sister. He seemed happy with his marriage, with his life, but if he was happy and if he loved them, how could he just walk out the door and never come back? How could he do that?

Sam ran a finger along the condensation on the side of his beer bottle. There was a furrow of concentration between his eyes as he stared at the bottle. He watched the movement of his finger as if it belonged to someone else. He was obviously deep in thought.

Then he lifted his eyes to gaze at me. Sometimes when people leave, it isnt their fault.

Yes, I know but

I dont think we should pass judgment on Paul until we learn his reasons for doing what he did.

I was having a really hard time taking Pauls side in the argument. I didnt want to anger Sam, but I couldnt lie either. I just couldnt. Too many people had been hurt by Pauls actions. Rather than stir the pot of discontent any further, I tried to back away. Let the matter go.

Unless he comes back, I guess well never know.

Sam didnt say anything to that. He merely watched my face. Then after a while, he once again turned his sad eyes to the fireplace. I took the opportunity to go grab us a couple more beers.

While I was in the kitchen, I turned and found Sam leaning in the doorway, watching me. I gave him a smile, hoping our friendship was still intact. When he smiled back, I assumed it was. For that I was grateful.

Have you heard from Sally? he asked. I would have thought shed call to see how Timmy is doing by now.

I handed Sam a full beer and plucked the empty one from his hand. She said she might not call for a few days, give the kid time to settle in. Plus I think she needs some time on her own. Shes getting her life back in order. Found a man she loves, trying to move on.

Sam smiled, but the smile never quite reached his eyes, although I didnt think too much about it. Maybe he blamed Sally for Pauls leaving. And for all I knew, maybe he was right. Who knows what goes on in someone elses marriage?

You dont like him, Sam said, forcing up a chuckle. The boyfriend. You kind of tensed up when you mentioned the guy.

Did I? Yeah, well, youre right. I dont like him. His name is Jack. As in Jack-off. Now it was my turn to chuckle. Im afraid Sally will have to do better than Jack before she finds someone I like as well as I liked your brother.

Sams lips turned in a gentle smile. Thank you for saying that.

I nodded. Its true. I was crazy about Paul. Im just so sorry everything turned out the way it did. I wish we could get to the bottom of it all. I just wish I understood why he did what he did.

Sam wiped the top of the beer bottle on the heel of his hand before taking a long pull. He let his head fall back and stared at the ceiling. I had a sudden overpowering urge to step forward and press my lips to his throat. I closed my eyes to make the urge go away.

Maybe someday well learn what really happened, he said. Find out the truth, I mean.

I nodded, watching him once again, still trying to ignore my hunger for him, knowing it was out of place. Unacceptable. I studied his face, the sadness in his eyes. I guess thats the only way well ever get any closure on it, I said. For the longest time, I kept hoping Paul had simply woken up one day to find himself in the clutches of some sort of midlife crisis or mental breakdown and had to get away for a while, or thought he did. But he was too young for a midlife crisis. And after all this time, wellthree years is too long. I dont

I let my words trail away. I knew what I wanted to say, but I didnt want to hear the words spoken aloud for fear it would give them a ring of truththe semblance of a fate already decided.

But Sam had no such compunctions. He knew exactly what I was afraid to say. And he didnt fear the words at all.

You dont think hes coming back at all.

I pulled out a chair and sat at the kitchen table, motioning for Sam to join me. He did.

When we were situated, I let my eyes wander around the room until I had the nerve to once again center them on Sams face.

No, I said. Not now. Too much time has passed. I dont think hes coming back. I dont think hell ever come back.

Sam reached out and patted my hand. Neither do I, Jason. In fact

What I asked. In fact, what?

Sam heaved a sigh and locked his eyes on mine. I dont think he can. I dont think he can come back.

I pondered the fierce certainty in Sams words. The cold clarity of understanding in those warm brown eyes of his. I knew without a doubt he believed his words were truth. Absolute, unalterable truth. But they werent. They were just his opinion. Even if I believed them as strongly as he did, they were still just opinion. And our opinions didnt mean anything. I knew that, even if he didnt.

Before I could speak, before I could try to explain that to him, he gathered the loose strings of his thoughts together and presented them to me like a bouquet of battered flowers. And as he spoke, he became more agitated. More animated. I loved my brother, Jason. I did. I loved him, and I knew him. I knew what sort of man he was. I knew what made him tick. I knew how he felt about his family. Not only his married family, but us too. Me, my parents, our cousins and aunts, and the whole damn lot. He was a good person, and he understood loyalty. He understood devotion. Paul wasnt a taker, he was a giver. Even as a kid, he was a giver.

Sam let his voice trail away for a second to calm himself down. He took a sip of beer, then set the bottle down and laid his hand to his own breast, as if hoping to slow his thudding heart. There was a shimmer of tears in his eyes that hadnt been there a moment before.

Once again, I felt myself longing to reach out and pull Sam into an embrace, to lay my hand to the back of his head and press his face to the crook of my neck and tell him to let it go. Cry, if thats what he needed. Scream and rant, if he needed that more. But I sat frozen in my chair, unable to do any of those things because I simply didnt know him well enough. I watched him fight the battle alone, the battle of hiding his emotions, the battle of trying to stay calm in the face of a mystery he couldnt understand. And maybe never would.

Maybe. Never. Would.

I tried to ease the pain burning there in front of me in Sams eyes by ratcheting down the sadness a notch. It was getting us nowhere. And the misery of it seemed to be tearing at Sam so deeply I could hardly stand to watch him go through it.

I let my face twist into a lazy smile, remembering Paul. I once had a bit of a crush on your brother. I did my damnedest to keep it secret. If Sally had known, she would never have let me hear the end of it. I think maybe Paul would have understood it better than Sally would. He had a kindness in him that was a little bit astonishing, a little bit… otherworldly. And he was a very handsome guy. Almost as handsome as you are.

Sam scowled a bit at that. Oh, please.

I grinned at his embarrassment. I dont care if you believe it or not. Its true. Your parents made a couple of beautiful babies, and those beautiful babies turned into beautiful men. And your parents must have known a few tricks of child rearing that my parents didnt catch wind of. My sister and I were at each others throats from the moment of conception. Even now its kind of a love-hate thing going on between us. But you and Paul seemed to have honestly loved each other deeply. He spoke well of you. And he spoke well of you often. Now that I think of it, I never remember Paul speaking badly of anyone.

At that, Sams face finally brightened. He was remembering back now too. I could almost see the memories flashing behind his eyes, all in a row, like one of those old-time newsreels they used to play before the movie started. Way back in another century. In another time.

I smiled to see the angst in Sams eyes dissipate. When our eyes connected now, he twisted his mouth into a smile that matched my own.

I finished my thought, finished what I had wanted to say. Paul knew I was gay, of course. But it never bothered him. In fact, he never mentioned it. I always loved him for that. He treated me the same as he treated everyone. Did he know you were gay, Sam? Did the two of you ever sit down and talk about it?

Sam nodded. He brushed the hair away from his eyes and laughed. I told him shortly before his wedding. Do you know what he said?

I grinned. A smiling Sam was a beautiful thing to behold. What?

He told me he knew it before I did. He told me he knew it when I was no more than ten years old.

Did you believe him?

Sam laced his fingers together and cupped the back of his head, watching me. He tilted his chair onto its back legs like my mother always told me not to do. Yes, Jason. I believed him. I always believed Paul. He was my big brother. My hero. I never heard him speak an untrue word. I cant say that about anyone else Ive ever met. Can you?

I shook my head. Not even close.

He dropped the chair onto all four legs and rested his elbows on the table. He stuck his chin in his hands, watching me. There was a tease in the turn of his mouth. A happy light in his eyes. I liked seeing it there. It was very sexy.

Did you tell Paul you had a crush on him? he asked. Did Paul know it?

It was my turn to laugh and blush. God, no. I would have died if hed known. And I never would have told him. I would have been afraid to jeopardize what we had.

And what was that? he asked. What did you and Paul have?

I considered the question for all of three seconds. Friendship. We had friendship. I would have done anything for Paul, and Im pretty sure he would have done anything for me. Right up until the moment

The moment he left, Sam said quietly.

Yes. The moment he left.

And now you hate him.

I started. No! II was just sorry he did what he did. I was sorry he didnt come to me first. Whatever his problem was, maybe we could have worked something out. Maybe I could have helped him. But I never hated him. I dont hate him now. Im just… disappointed. And confused. I expected more of him. I guess I expected him to be stronger than what he turned out to be. Running away like he did was a cowardly thing to do. Abandoning his wife and child was beyond cowardly. It was mean. I leaned forward, piercing Sams eyes with my own. I had just talked myself into an understanding of sorts. I thought I knew now why Pauls leaving bothered me so much. It was out of character for him to do what he did. The Paul I knew would never have done it.

Sams fist hit the table with a bang, making me jump. Bingo! he cried. Thats exactly right! He wouldnt have done it. Not my brother. Not Paul.

Now it was Sams turn to lean in closer, to stare into my eyes. He gripped the beer bottle so tightly his knuckles were white. I wouldnt have been surprised to see the bottle explode in his grip.

Jason, Paul wouldnt have done what everyone thinks he did. He was too good a person. And more than everything else people think he did, I know for a fact he would never have abandoned that boy in there. He loved his son with all his heart. He told me so a million times. In letters, on the phone. Timmy was like a heartbeat to Paul. It kept him alive. I dont know how he felt about your sister, because frankly, I never asked. I assumed he loved her. He married her, so why wouldnt he? But the boy was Pauls reason for everything. He would have died before he did anything to hurt Timmy. In fact

He pushed his fingers through his hair, scraping it all back out of the way, tipping his chair back, staring at the ceiling again.

What? I asked. In fact, what?

Sam pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes, like a weary man does. Like a weary man does who can hardly stay awake another minute. When he lowered his hands again, his eyes were red.

When he spoke, his voice was solemn. Pained. Never mind. It doesnt matter.

What doesnt matter? What are you trying to say, Sam? Or more to the point, what are you trying not to say?

But he never had time to answer.

From somewhere in the shadows of night around us, the house slowly filled with a roar of sound. It was almost as if a jet were screaming just overhead, its great engines thrumming through the walls, shivering the windowpanes, rattling the dishes in the cupboards.

I could feel the kitchen table trembling beneath my arms. A glass on the countertop tipped over and smashed, causing us both to jump.

Sam and I stared at each other, our faces agape with shock, not knowing what was happening, not understanding where the sound was coming from. It was so loud now, it filled our heads like sand, leaving room for nothing else. No coherent thought could survive in that awful avalanche of noise. That roar. That endless screaming roar.

I slapped my hands over my ears, and Sam did the same. And the moment we did, the sound immediately ceased. Just like that. One second the world was screaming in pain, and the next it was stone-cold silent.

But for the pattering and the clicking.

We looked to the kitchen door leading in from the living room. The pattering noise came from Timmys footsteps as his bare feet slapped quietly across the tile floor.

The clicking noise came from Thumperher tiny toenails tippy-tapping against the floor as she followed Timmy through the kitchen.

Neither child nor dog appeared to realize we were there. They walked right past us. Unhurried. Almost casually. Timmys face was blank, his eyes gazing straight ahead. His god-awful haircut stuck up all over the place where he had been sleeping on it. Thumpers only show of emotion was in her tail. It hung straight down behind her. A wary tail. A sad tail.

They crossed the entire kitchen, one behind the other. I reached out my hand to touch Timmy as he passed, but Sam reached over and pulled my hand back.

Let them go, he whispered.

So I did.

Leaving the kitchen, one still following the footsteps of the other, they stepped through the door to the service porch, Timmys face still blank, Thumpers tail still down. Timmy looked as if he was sleepwalking, and for all I knew, maybe he was.

But that sound! What had caused that screaming rush of sound?

Sam and I pushed ourselves up from the table and quietly left the kitchen, following along behind the boy and dog. We stood in the service porch doorway, our shoulders brushing, our breathing hushed. We watched as Timmy and Thumper came to a stop in front of the basement door.

Timmy reached out for the door handle, then seemed to think better of it. He dropped his hand to his side. Thumper caught up to Timmy and sat her ass down on the floor right next to Timmys foot. Motionless, they watched the basement door as if expecting it to open.

Timmy closed his eyes and hunkered in upon himself, like a man suddenly beaten down by fear. His breath gave a hitch. He brought his hands up to his ears and covered them tight, just as Sam and I had done a minute before when that horrible roaring filled the house. Was Timmy hearing it now? Is that why he covered his ears? Thumper showed no sign of hearing anything. She simply sat there by Timmys foot as if waiting for Timmy to make the next move.

And then Timmy did.

He lowered his hands from his ears and turned to Sam and me watching from the doorway. His little face was sad. A tear had sprung from his eye and slid down his cheek. As I watched, his tongue came out and licked the tear away from the corner of his mouth. Then he spoke.

Hes mad at the dark, Timmy said. He doesnt like it.

Sam rushed across the floor and knelt in front of the boy, gripping his tiny shoulders.

Who, Timmy? Whos mad at the dark?

But Timmy wouldnt say. He wrapped his arms around Sams neck and closed his eyes. Pushing his face into Sams shirtfront, he shut out the room around him. Sam scooped him off the floor, wrapping him protectively in his arms. Giving Timmy a safe harbor. A place where he wouldnt be afraid.

Lets put him to bed, I said quietly.

A moment later, Timmy was asleep in Sams arms, and Sam carried him toward the stairs.

Before I followed along behind to dig out Timmys pajamas and show Sam how to get him to brush his teeth and do everything he needed to do before going to sleep for the night, I opened the basement door and peered inside.

The dark was impenetrable. The silence profound.

I groped around the doorframe to switch on the light and felt a chill creep up my back. I imagined a creatures clawed hand closing over my own, grabbing me from the darkness. I imagined the creature pulling me down into that well of shadows and there, with tooth and claw and a scream of triumph, ripping me to shreds. I closed my eyes against the terror that suddenly gripped me, and using every ounce of willpower I possessed, I continued to fumble around in the dark, getting more panicky by the second, until my fingers brushed the light switch.

Thank God! Frantically, I flicked it on and yanked my arm back.

I gasped with relief as light filled the basement, exposing every corner, every cranny. The long flight of stairs. The old furnace off in the corner. The night-blackened windows high along the walls. Stacks of boxes and tools and furniture, freshly organized after the work I had done that morning.

Aside from the crap piled up everywhere, neatly arranged and stacked out of the way, there was nothing there. No creature. No ghost. No slavering serial killer. Not a zombie in sight. And thank Christ for small favors.

I flicked off the light and quickly slammed the basement door. Reaching up, I latched the simple hook and eye I had installed at eye level, well above a four-year-olds reach, to keep Timmy from tumbling down the stairs when I wasnt watching.

Only then did I realize my hands were shaking like crazy.

What the hell had just happened?


Chapter 5
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SAM CAME to my room that night. He came with a soft rapping at my door not long after we had all gone to bed.

The rapping scared the crap out of me.

I lay naked on the bed, chest and legs poking out from beneath a crumpled mass of sheet that hid only my crotch area. My bedroom windows were flung wide to let the night breeze cool my skin and hopefully ease my fevered thoughts. I was still mightily rattled by what had transpired down in the kitchen less than an hour before.

For the first time in I dont know how long, I was in bed alone without Thumper at my side. The mutt had insisted on sleeping with Timmy tonightwould not leave the boys side in fact, even while Timmy brushed his teeth and struggled into his pajamas all by himself. Thumper had nestled up to Timmys leg, staying close, giving Timmy an occasional lick on the ankle, which never failed to make the boy laugh and reach down to twiddle Thumpers ear, or pat her snout.

Timmy seemed to be feeling even more independent than usual this evening. And since he had to grow up sometime, plus the fact he had handled what happened in the kitchen earlier with more guts and aplomb and forbearance than either Sam or I had, we decided maybe he was a bit more grown up than we were anyway, so we let him run with it.

Independence? Sure, kid. Help yourself. Take all you want.

When the rapping at my door came a second time, I decided it wasnt a murderous apparition come to rip my head off and fling it through the open window to go bouncing across the lawn, but quite possibly my houseguest, come to discuss the evenings events. And who could blame him for wanting to do that?

Since I could hear Timmy (and Thumper) snoring through the baby monitor at my side, I called out softly, Come in, Sam. The doors unlocked.

I spread out the clump of sheet covering my crotch so it covered a wee bit more of me but still left my legs and chest exposed. It was too damn hot not to.

I switched on the light on my nightstand as Sam stepped through the door. He was wearing boxer shorts and had a towel wrapped around his neck. His hair was damp. He had just showered.

This was the first glimpse Id had of Sams legs and chest, and I have to say, they were quite lovely. His legs were coated with the same brushing of fine dark hair that covered his arms. His chest was smooth but for a small patch of chest hair smack between his luscious brown nipples. He had a teeny-tiny belly button surrounded by another smattering of dark hair that trailed down to disappear beneath the boxers. The boxers were a merry yellow and had pictures of little roosters all over them. I had seen those boxers in a catalog once. Had almost ordered them in fact, but then I decided even I would be embarrassed to actually wear them.

Apparently, Sam had no such compunction.

As soon as I stopped ogling that beautiful belly button and ceased to wonder how it would taste if I stuck my tongue in it, I dragged my eyes back to Sams face like a proper host.

He took me in from head to toe, smiled, and asked, You okay? Blood pressure gone down?

I laughed, but it wasnt exactly boisterous. In fact, it was feeble, lame, and a little forced. Truth to tell, I wasnt feeling all that amused.

What the hell happened down there, Sam? Any ideas? And I love your shorts.

Thanks. I had to empty the other ones.

This time my laugh was a little more unrestrained. I know what you mean. I really did too.

Sam crossed the room and perched his ass on the foot of my bed. I wasnt sure if I felt encroached upon or the luckiest dude in the world. When he leaned back on one arm, trapping my legs between his hand and his hip, I decided to go with lucky.

When he ran a cool hand over the hair on my shin and said, Fuzzy legs, I figured even lucky didnt quite cover it.

I waited for my toes to stop curling. You keep doing that and youll be in big, big trouble, mister.

So Sam stopped. Thatll teach me to open my big mouth.

He tilted his head back and closed his eyes, letting the breeze from the window cool his face. I wondered what he came to say, although I had a pretty good idea. I wasnt wrong either.

How long have you known your house is haunted?

I stole one of Timmys guffaws. It didnt sound much better coming from me than it had coming from him. Oh, please, Sam. It was a jet. A low-flying jet. A really low-flying jet.

Sams eyes went to half-mast as he studied my face. He wasnt buying it. And it was flying through your basement?

Well

So you dont believe in ghosts. Is that what youre saying?

No. I mean, yes. I dont believe in ghosts. Yesterday it would have been the truth. Today I was lying through my teeth.

Sam gave me a cockeyed grimace. Skeptical. A little amazed. He knew I was lying as well as I did. Neither did I an hour ago, he said. Didnt believe in em at all.

And now? I asked.

It was Sams turn to shrug and say, Well….

Then the two of us couldnt help it. We both spit up a chuckle. A look of wonder came over Sams face that I suspected could be found on my face as well. We both seemed to be asking ourselves What really did happen down there?

As if tired of the subject already, Sam gazed around the room, taking things in. The posters on the wall from a couple of my video games that had sold reasonably well. The two dormer windows looking out over the neighborhood, showing the streetlights and an occasional porch light shimmering in the distance. He eyed the construction of the room with a vague smile on his face, seeming to like the way the top half of the bedroom walls slanted in, making the room look like a garret, which in truth I guess it was. Sams room, located closer to the center of the house, had no such distinction. The sloping walls had been one of the reasons I chose this room to be my own. I loved the old-world feel of it. The quaint warmth of the slanting oak walls and hardwood floor. The tiny fireplace off to the side I never used.

Sam seemed to appreciate the lines of it too. He scanned the room thoroughly, and the last thing he rested his eyes on was the baby monitor sitting on the nightstand. I could see him holding his breath for a moment to better hear the sound of Timmy and Thumper softly snoring through the rush of static and white noise.

Finally, Sams eyes traveled back to my face. He sat up and rested his warm hand on my knee.

He gave me a quizzical look when I jumped in surprise, although I tried not to. You mind? he asked.

I shook my head. No.

A smile played at his mouth. Im a little creeped out. I need to feel another human being.

I smiled. Feel away. The minute the words were out of my mouth, my cock shifted among the crumpled sheets. Thank God, Sam didnt notice.

His eyes were on mine. His smile had faded. He looked somber again. This is where Paul and Sally lived. This house. Timmy lived here too, right? His hand was a warm reminder of how it feels to be touched by another man. I found myself wishing I could touch him back, but there was no graceful way to do it. Not without appearing to be a desperate slut.

So I nodded instead. Yes. Timmy lived here for a while after he was born. He was just a baby when your brother left. After a few months of being alone in this big old house with a baby and no husband, Sally called it quits. Everything reminded her of Paul, she said. She wanted out. Fortunately, I wanted in. I loved the house. I eventually bought it from her without thinking twice.

Have you been happy here? Sam asked, his hand sliding away from my knee and resting on my ankle. God forgive me, I was a little disappointed it wasnt sliding up instead of down. More than a little actually.

Sure, I said. Ive been happy here. Like I said, I love the house. I love working in the backyard.

Youve made it beautiful. Did you plant the little trees?

Thanks. Yeah. The trees, the rock garden, the roses, everything. It was just half-dead grass back there when I moved in. I thought it needed a little more character than that. I guess I figured since the house was so beautiful, the grounds should be beautiful too.

Sam pushed his damp hair out of his eyes. It was drying slowly, the color gradually lightening a bit as it did. Already, golden streaks were glistening in among the chocolate brown locks. One of the perks of living in Tucson, I supposed. Sun-lightened hair. It also accounted for Sams perfect tan.

He stroked my ankle with his fingertips. Im not sure he even knew he was doing it. He had the look of a man whose mind is a million miles away.

I was surprised when he asked, Do you think Timmy remembers living here?

Scooting myself up a little higher on the pillow and tucking my hands behind my head, I stared at him, considering the question. Finally, I said, Sally says no. Shes sure he was too young when they moved out to remember anything about the house. He doesnt remember his father either. Maybe thats a blessing.

A muscle clenched in Sams jaw. I wasnt sure he liked what I had just said. But after a couple of beats, he decided to let it pass.

I suppose, he said quietly. Timmy cant miss what he doesnt remember.

I nodded. Exactly.

A tiny smile twisted Sams mouth and lit his face. God, his eyes were beautiful. They drew me in every time I glanced at them. He was remembering what had happened earlier. I could see it on his face.

You were just as shocked down there as I was, he said. Was that the first time somethingparanormalhas happened in the house?

I was a little uncomfortable with this conversation. It made me feel like a fruitcake. Like a Bigfoot hunter, or a psychic hotline operator, or one of those goofy people who chase ghosts around the countryside, never finding anything, but still writing reams and reams of books about the nonexistent experience.

Im still not sure it was paranormal. Good lord, it could have been a hundred things.

Name one. And dont hit me with the low-flying jet again. Im not buying that one.

I tried to consider the problem rationally. It wasnt an easy thing to do, since there really wasnt anything rational about what happened at all. I dont know. Maybe it was an electrical surge, and all the appliances were screaming for a second. Or a gas leak, with gas fumes tearing through the house like steam through a steam pipe. Or maybe it was an earthquake. Yeah, thats probably what it was. An earthquake.

Sam chuckled. Oh yeah. That sounds reasonable. If it was a gas leak, why didnt the house blow up? If it was a power surge, why didnt the lights either brighten or blow out altogether. And you know as well as I do it wasnt an earthquake.

Sam leaned forward, once again placing his hand on my knee. This time he had a pretty good grip on it. All the humor in his face was gone. If it was a utility screwup or an earthquake, then who was Timmy talking about when he said he was mad at the dark? Who was mad at the dark? And dont forget the dog. The dog knew something was happening too. Sam glanced at the baby monitor, tilting his head for a split second to better hear the sound of snoring coming through it. Both Timmys, and Thumpers. The dog hasnt left the boys side since. Explain that.

I was finally forced to shake my head. Hopeless. I cant, I said. I cant explain any of it.

Thinking back, I remembered Timmy talking about the man who spoke to him through the basement window. I remembered the lights going out without anyone touching the light switch when Timmy and I left the basement that morning. But those werent paranormal experiences, right? They were just weird stuff happening, like weird stuff happens all the time. You cant call every odd thing that takes place a paranormal experience, for Christs sake. If you did, youd be running from shadows for the rest of your life.

Sam got my attention by tapping my knee. I think we should ask Timmy some questions tomorrow. Ask him why he said what he said.

We had tried asking him about it tonight, and he had ignored us. Ignored us completely. When we kept harping at him to tell us who was afraid of the dark, he started to cry, so we backed off. I had every intention of staying backed off. I had no intention of making him cry again.

He wouldnt talk about it tonight, I said. What makes you think hell talk about it tomorrow? And the last thing I want to do is scare the boy. I dont want to freak him out and make him afraid of the dark. I dont want him to be afraid of the house either. I enjoy having him here. Id rather we just forget about the whole thing. I wont have Timmy hounded. Not by you, not by me, not by anybody.

Sam stared at me. He seemed about to argue, but then I could sense him pulling back.

He acquiesced. Whatever you say. But if a ghost rapes me in my sleep, were going to revisit the issue. Deal?

I laughed. I was tempted to say, That would be one lucky ghost, but I bit my tongue and opted for, Deal, instead.

Sam probably knew what I was thinking anyway. He had an odd grin on his face when he patted my knee for the final time and pushed himself to his feet. He stood beside the bed gazing down at me for a moment. I envisioned him reaching out and tossing the sheet aside, leaving me exposed and hard beneath him. But all he did was pull the towel off his neck and wipe his face.

Crap.

Its hot tonight, he said. Good night, Jason.

I stared up at him, longing for him not to go. Longing for other things too. Like those rooster-covered boxer shorts to vanish in a puff of smoke. But no such luck. They stayed right where they were. I knew they would.

Good night, Sam. Get some sleep.

You too.

He strode toward the door, his lean, strong back straightening as he walked away, the boxer shorts hanging low, exposing a patch of dark hair just above the crack of his ass. The swell of his rear end, the movement of it as he walked, was a beautiful thing to watch. To get a final glimpse, I rose up onto my elbows just before he stepped into the hall and quietly closed the door behind him.

Alone, I sighed and reached over to switch off the lamp by my bed. As the darkness enclosed me, I lay back and remembered every square inch of Sams body he had offered up for display, the way he looked, the way he smelled, and the casual way he perched at the side of my bed. I remembered the feel of his hand on my knee. That I remembered most of all. The warmth of it. The strength. The gentle softness.

Because I couldnt bear not to, I reached beneath the clump of sheets and wrapped my fingers around my swollen cock.

I closed my eyes and let my imagination do the rest.

Too enamored with the living, I forgot the ghost completely. Later, when I came, I imagined my lips on Sams throat.

In my imagination, he came with me, both of us crying out, hungrier than we were when we started. As my heart pattered down to a normal cadence, I slid a finger through the semen puddled on my chest. I touched it to my mouth, tasting it, wishing it was Sams.

And then I slept, with my seed drying on my lips.





TWO DAYS passed. The three of usmyself, Sam, and Timmyfell into a pattern of behavior not unlike a typical family. Naturally, Sams and my attentions centered almost exclusively on Timmy. Anyone with a four-year-old in the house will understand why. There is no escaping them. A four-year-old is like a tiny moon sucking everything around it into its orbit. By the sheer force of their energies and personalities, they require (nay, demand) total obeisance and an unswerving eye.

And while it was a full-time job keeping the kid safe from his own adventures, with every passing hour, I grew more attached to Timmy. Sam, too, seemed to find himself at odd times simply sitting back and staring at the boy, amazed by the kids take on the world around him. Timmys sweetness and innocence was astonishing, his knack for getting into trouble truly disconcerting, and the ease with which he wormed his way out of that trouble unerringly mind-boggling.

I had revised my expectation of the boy becoming president one day. Now I felt fairly certain he would become the worlds greatest con man when he grew up. Not a day passed but what I clucked my tongue and wondered just what Timmy would do next. And not once did he disappoint me in outdoing himself completely.

But what amazed me most about Timmy was the bravery with which he faced the unknown. And by the unknown, I am referring to the other member of our little household. The unnamed member. And so far, thank heavens, the unseen member.

But no matter how unknown or unseen that fourth housemate remained, all three of us knew he was there. Waiting. Waiting….

So yes, you see, I had come to the conclusion there was indeed a ghost on the premises. Why he should suddenly make his presence known now was a mystery, but there was little doubt he was here. Actually, I was rather proud of myself for not throwing my arms in the air and running screaming down the street like Aunt Pittypat waiting for the Yankees to swarm Atlanta. Who knew I could be so lackadaisical about a visitor from beyond the grave? Not me.

But I must say, even the presence of a four-year-old and the prospect of a ghost on the property was not enough to permanently turn my eye from Sam. A hundred times a day I found myself glancing his way when he was busy doing something else. Little things about him continually set my heart to pumping faster. The line of Sams jaw, crisply delineated against the front of his shirt. The way his fingers gripped a glass of milk. The feel of the hair on his leg against the palm of my hand as I helped him reach the high limbs of the orange tree out back, fearlessly climbing higher than I had the nerve to go. And how I had longed to press my lips to the tender skin at the back of his knee that day, and probably would have, too, but for the fact that Timmy was standing on the lawn cheering Sam higher.

It was also on that day, with Sam back on the ground and the elusive orange triumphantly in his hand, that Timmy had tugged at the hem of Sams shorts and asked, Are you and Uncle Jason boyfriends?

Sam and I laughed. Then, avoiding my eye, Sam leaned down and whispered to the boy, Not yet, but well tell you when we are.

Dont forget, Timmy warned.

And Sam tweaked his nose. Youll be the first to know. I promise.

The rest of my day was lost in a haze of confusion, wondering what the hell Sam had meant by all that.

Whatever business Sam was in town for, it certainly didnt take up much of his time. Most of his mysterious business dealings entailed hushed cell phone conversations in his bedroom behind a securely closed door. I forced myself not to pry or ask questions or try to listen in, figuring it was none of my business. But I couldnt ignore the fact that I was beginning to dread the day he would announce he had accomplished what he came to San Diego to accomplish and now it was time to head back to Tucson.

Im not a fool. Well, not a complete one. I knew I was getting a crush on the guy. And I knew that one day, if he stuck around long enough, I would lose my battle to keep my hands to myself and lay them on Sam instead. How he would accept that, I wasnt sure.

Thumper still remained at Timmys side through every minute of every day. At least, she tried to. It was clear from the start her energy level and Timmys energy level simply didnt jive. Thumper did her best to keep up with the boy, but occasionally, she would simply plop herself down wherever she happened to be and conk out for an hour or so. Timmy had taken to carrying a handkerchief around in his back pocket, and when Thumper keeled over for a quick snooze, Timmy would yank out the handkerchief and carefully drape it over her like a tiny blanket. After tucking it under her chin and smoothing out the wrinkles, Timmy would tiptoe off so as not to wake her, then resume his normal rambunctious activities.

So basically, their synergy was a little skewed, Timmy running on full all the time, Thumper usually on empty, or close to it. After all, they were on the opposite ends of the age spectrum, Timmy just getting started in life, Thumper about to close the book on hers. Still, they loved each other, and it was a touching relationship to watch. Obviously, Timmy was just what Thumper needed to snap her out of the doldrums of old age. If I had known, I would have bought her a four-year-old ages ago.

And bought one for myself as well. For much to my amazement, I found I loved having the kid around. He made me furious, horrified, impatient, and exasperated. But he also made me smile. More than Id smiled in years. He brought a new level of life into the old house. And he brought innocence. Everything to Timmy was a wonder. And after a while, through watching him, they were a wonder to me too.

Sam and I laughed a lot those first few days the three of us were together. Timmy kept us on our toes, the ghost gave us something to stew about, and we had each other, Sam and I, to bring a little sexual tension into our lives.

Oh, yes. The sexual tension was there, all right. Sometimes even Timmy could feel it.

Once, out of the blue, the kid said to me, You know you want to kiss him. Why dont you just do it already? I wont tell.

Sam overheard Timmys words, but he didnt let on. He also pretended not to see me turn twenty shades of red and break into an embarrassed sweat.

Later that day, while Timmy and Thumper napped on the sofa, Sam came up to me as I sat at my desk in the sunroom working. He laid a hand on my shoulder.

I like you, Jason, he said.

And with my heart in my throat, I turned and said, I like you too.

Good, he answered and walked away. I watched him go, muted by uncertainty. Should I follow, call him back, scream for him to stop? In the end I did none of those things. I simply watched him walk away.

A few minutes later, Timmy awoke and started tearing through the house like the Tasmanian Devil in one of those old Looney Tunes cartoons. If there were things I wanted to say to Sam, they were lost in the kids noisy slipstream. Not that I had the courage to say them anyway.

Or who knows? Maybe I did. Maybe later. When the kid was asleep, maybe then I would find my courageassuming our invisible housemate didnt pop up first to scare the libido out of me.


Chapter 6
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IT WOULD be dark soon. Timmy was already in his pajamas, but that hadnt slowed him down much. He was sitting on the closed commode lid, swinging his legs, sucking on a Popsicle, and watching me clean up. Since it was a grape Popsicle, his right hand and the lower half of his face were a brilliant shade of cobalt blue. Hed probably need another bath by the time he got down to the stick. Lord, kids are a lot of work.

Thumper was snoring at the base of the commode, just under Timmys swinging feet. The kid had worn her out, but still, Thumper wouldnt leave his side. It was funny, but I never remembered her showing that much devotion to me.

Timmy didnt know it, but I had plans to put the moves on Sam as soon as the little brat was conked out for the night. By little brat I mean Timmy, not Sam. By the way, Sam didnt know I was going to put the moves on him either. At least, I hoped he didnt. I was nervous enough without my intended prey watching me like a hawk, studying my powers of seduction, and later maybe offering up a written critique of the whole damned embarrassing process and turning it into a college thesis or something.

Just out of the shower, I stood at the sink with a towel around my waist. I was applying concealer to a zit on my neck. Ive never made plans in my life to put the moves on somebody when a zit didnt pop up somewhere. Thank Christ for Cover Girl.

Is that lipstick? Timmy asked.

I was grumpy. I hate zits. Concealer.

Timmy. What you sealing?

Me. Im not sealing. Im hiding.

What you hiding?

A zit.

Whats a zit?

I turned and glowered at him. A zits an annoying little thing that pops up out of nowhere right when you really dont want it to. Like you.

So Im a zit?

He didnt seem too offended by the prospect, so I let him have it between the eyes. Yes. Youre a zit. A big pimply one. The kind that hurts. The kind that when you squeeze it hard enough a big glob of cream cheese flies out.

Timmy took a moment to consider that while he inadvertently smeared Popsicle juice in his ear. Jack says youre a butthole.

Jacks a hemorrhoid.

Is that like a zit?

Yes. Only browner. And when you squeeze it you dont get cream cheese, you get fudge.

Im confused.

So am I, I said. I set the concealer aside, fluffed my hair, made a Brad Pitt face, which never works out for me, and asked, So how do I look?

Good enough to eat. Timmy said. Then he thought that was the funniest thing hed ever heard so he started howling with laughter. Four-year-olds! He had no sooner started laughing than he clutched his head and screamed, Oww! Oww! Oww! all the while making a brain freeze face because he had bitten off a really big chunk of Popsicle while he was laughing and the nerves in his teeth had gone into supersensitive hyperdrive. Poor kid. I hate that too.

As soon as he stopped screaming and squeezing his head, I asked, You ready for bed?

No. I gotta poop.

Oh, good grief. Well, poop, then. Itll probably be blue, I thought.

You mean now? With you standing there watching?

Ill leave.

Okay. Here. Take my Popsicle stick with you.

You want me to throw it away?

No. I want it back.

Theres nothing on it. Its an empty stick.

Its still got juice in it.

No, it doesnt.

He stuck his little fists on his hips and glared at me.

I rolled my eyes so far up into my head I could see the roots of my hair dangling down on the inside of my skull.

Fine, I said. Ill guard it with my life. Maybe Ill even take out an insurance policy on it. Just poop already.

Not til you get out.

Im going, Im going. God, that kid was a pain in the ass.

I scooped Thumper off the floor, tucked her under my arm like a football, slammed the bathroom door behind me, and headed for my room to dress. Sams bedroom door was closed, and I could hear him muttering into the phone, probably concerning that business he was taking care of for his father. I stopped for a second and leaned in to listen. Then I realized what I was doing and mentally slapped myself and kept walking. The last thing I needed was for Sam to step into the hall and catch me trying to eavesdrop on his telephone conversation. That would most assuredly put a crimp in my plans for the evening.

I laid Thumper on my bed while I dressed, and I swear she never woke up once. I actually stood frozen for a moment, head cocked to the side, naked as a jaybird, towel in hand, watching her to make sure she was still breathing.

When I was convinced she was yet among the living, I threw on a pair of sexy new lounging shorts Id bought a while back and a T-shirt that didnt look too beat up and headed down to the kitchen for a beer. Ive never seen a seduction yet that didnt go more smoothly with a little alcohol to help grease it along.

I was halfway through my first beer, sitting at the kitchen table, wishing Sam would come downstairs, when Timmy rejoined me. Thumper was dragging along at his heels once again. She looked like she could barely stay awake, but still, she was determined to keep an eye on her charge. She had so many breeds coursing through her veins, her blood was little more than jambalaya. Who knew a mutt like that could be so conscientious?

Did you clean yourself? I asked, because I thought I should.

Timmy groaned and covered his eyes, mortified by my callous insensitivity. Yes.

Did you wash up after you cleaned yourself?

He groaned again. Yes.

Then why is your hand still blue?

I only washed the other one. Thats my toilet paper hand. Thats the one I used. This is my Popsicle hand. Whats the point of washing it?

How could you possibly wash one hand and not the other?

You writing a book?

That was such an outrageous response for a four-year-old that I burst out laughing. Do you want your stick back?

What stick?

Good. Hed forgotten about it. Never mind. I glanced at the doorway behind him. Did you see Sam?

Hes in the other bathroom taking a shower. You combed your hair.

Thanks for noticing. Yes.

Ive never seen it combed before.

Shut up.

I did my uncle-y duties and wet a cloth in the sink. Then while Timmy was squirming around like a worm on a hook and doing a desperate little tap dance, trying to get away from me, I washed the blue Popsicle juice off his hand and face. Then I washed the other hand for good measure. I thought about washing another one of his body parts, the one that doesnt get a whole lot of sunshine, then decided to trust the kid that hed done the job properly. I was pretty sure it took a closer relative than an uncle to tackle that job anyway.

There, I said, drying him off with a dishtowel. Much better. Now you can go to bed.

If looks could kill, Id be dead and Timmy would be in jail for murder. Then his hateful glare turned blatantly shifty. Timmy would suck at poker. His face was an open book, all too easily read.

What day is this? he asked, apropos of nothing, faking a whistle, and scanning the ceiling like he was looking for pigeons.

Thursday, I said.

He tried to snap his fingers as if hed just remembered something, but of course, he was too young to make his snapper work. He didnt let it stop him from lying through his baby teeth however. Mommy lets me stay up all night on Thursdays. I forgot to tell you. No kidding. She really does.

Jesus, kid, how stupid do you think I am? Just go to bed.

Timmy glowered, pouted, and grumped. Then he got that shifty look again.

You just wanna be alone with Uncle Sam. Youre gonna kiss him.

The kid was way too smart for his own good. I plunked my beer bottle down on the table, scooped him up in one arm and Thumper in the other, and hauled them both through the house and up the stairs. By the time we got to the second floor, Timmy was giggling and Thumper was wagging her tail because Timmy was giggling.

As I opened Timmys bedroom door, Sam stepped from the bathroom a little farther down the hall with a towel wrapped around his waist. He was all sparkly clean from the shower. There was a delightful bulge in the front of his towel that swayed quite fetchingly as he walked. Jeez, I wondered what that was.

Youre in trouble, Timmy told him with a snicker.

And much to my amazement, Sam blushed. His eyes met mine, and he smiled.

I dont mind a little trouble now and then, he said.

Boy, did I like the way he said those words.

I had Timmy and Thumper tucked into bed so fast neither of them quite knew what had happened. I was back downstairs polishing off my beer when Sam strode into the kitchen to join me. He was wearing his same yellow boxers with the roosters all over them. Thats when I realized those were probably his sleeping shorts. And how sexy was that? He was also wearing a muscle shirt that was so wrinkled it looked like it had been chewed on by a goat. Hell, on Sam even that was sexy.

Mind if I join you? he asked.

Of course not. I grabbed a beer from the fridge and handed it to him. Again, we sat at the kitchen table, slurping our brews and winding down from the day. Even men in their prime, like Sam and I, were grateful for a little relaxation after a day of chasing a four-year-old around. Its hard work. It really is.

No ghost again today, Sam said, sighing happily with his first sip of beer.

Yeah, I answered. Maybe our butchliness scared him off.

Sam smiled while shaking his head. I still think hes here.

So do I.

Sam rolled the beer bottle across his forehead. It was another hot evening. Timmy never has mentioned what happened the other night. Its like he doesnt want to talk about it.

Im not even sure he remembers, I said.

Well, until he opens up on the subject, I guess we can never be sure. I sure would like to know what he was thinking when he was standing in front of that basement door while the hound of hell was howling on the other side.

We both turned to stare past the stove and the refrigerator to where we could see the service porch and the door on the opposite wall of it that led to the basement. When it didnt burst open, or blow up, or set itself on fire, or levitate up to the ceiling after ripping itself off its hinges, we turned back to consider each other instead.

We sipped at our beers as a comfortable silence fell over the kitchen. It reinforced my contention that my kitchen was the homiest room in the house. Even Sam seemed to think so.

And speaking of Sam, I have no idea what he was actually thinking, but my mind was positively teeming with sexual imaginings. Some stunning pictures were flashing through my head. Me naked. Sam naked. One body part bumping another body part. Juices flowing. Lips smacking. Sams rooster shorts hanging on a floor lamp, where Id thrown them.

I quickly grabbed us two more beers because I knew if I waited another minute Id have a full-fledged hard-on and then Id never be able to walk to the fridge without looking like a horny slut.

Sam tilted his chair onto its back legs again and rocked it back and forth, lacing his fingers behind his head. He seemed to enjoy doing that. And to be perfectly honest, I didnt much mind it either because it gave me a glorious view of his fuzzy armpits and luscious biceps.

I love fuzzy armpits and luscious biceps.

I was just building up my courage to reach across the kitchen table and run my fingers through the foliage in either one or both of those lovely armpits when the phone rang.

This might be a good time to mention that I hate Alexander Graham Bell.

At the sound of the ringing phone, a look of consternation flashed across Sams face, which I thought was odd. I reached over to snag my cell phone off the kitchen counter behind me, just as he said, Dont answer it.

I scoffed, figuring he was kidding.

His chair legs crashed to the floor, and he reached across the table to sort of make a half-assed attempt to grab the phone out of my hand. It took me by surprise. What the fu

Please. Dont answer it.

There was a look of desperation on Sams face that stopped me cold.

Knowing he had my undivided attention, and probably knowing he was pissing me off as well, he tried one last time. If its your sister, dont tell her Im here. Please. Ill explain later.

I blinked a few times, staring at him. Half in a fog and pretty much witless with confusion, I yanked away from his grasp, thumbed the receive button, and said, Hello?

And damned if it wasnt Sally.

Hows the brat? she asked, almost yelling. I could hear the roar of traffic and a cacophony of car horns in the background. I imagined her standing smack in the middle of Times Square, dodging a bus.

Uh, hes good. Sleeping. You dont want me to go get him, do you? I was still giving Sam a suspicious look, like what the hell is wrong with you?

Sally laughed over the phone. I recognize that note of panic in your voice thinking I might ask you to wake the kid up. Heck no, dont wake him up! When that boy wants to sleep, let him! The world is a quieter place when hes out like a light. So, everythings okay?

Uh, well, yeah. Sure. Why wouldnt it be? I couldnt take my eyes off Sams face. Now he had his finger up to his lips going, Shhhhh.

I covered the cell phone with the palm of my hand and hissed, Dont worry. I wont tell her youre here. But the minute she hangs up, I want you to explain to me why not.

Whos there? Sally asked. Sounds like youre hissing at somebody.

I coughed up a fake laugh. Just the dog. Sohows your trip? For some reason I couldnt take my eyes off Sams face. He still looked nervous that I would rat him out. Gee whiz, got any trust issues? I wanted to say. But I finally directed my comment to Sally instead. Dickhead still with you?

No. I dumped him for a homeless New Yorker. Of course hes still with me. When are you two going to start getting along?

Never.

Thats what I thought. Um, is Timmy giving you any trouble?

Constantly.

Thats what I thought too.

Sams gorgeous eyeballs were burning holes through me. He was tensed, leaning forward, watching me like he still didnt trust me to keep my mouth shut about his presence. It was starting to annoy the crap out of me. Except for the eyes, of course. God, they were sexy.

Well, I wont keep you, Sally said. We just got out of the theater, and now were off to grab a bite to eat. Just wanted to check in.

What did you see?

Kinky Boots.

Oh, I droned. Theres drag queens in that. Must have been Jacks idea.

Hmm, Sally hummed. As a matter of fact, it was. That is a bit suspicious, isnt it? I heard her snicker.

Sam laid his hand over my beer hand, which was flopped on the table. When my beer bottle got in his way, he plucked it from my grasp and set it aside. Then he covered my hand again with his. He didnt seem quite as fearful now that I would spill the beans about him being there, but he still didnt look like he trusted me much. All I wanted to do was end the conversation with my sister so I could find out what this was all about.

Well, Sal, enjoy your dinner. Tell Peckerhead I said hello. Or dont. I dont care. Dont worry about Timmy. Were getting along great. Oh, and next time you call, maybe Ill have some news for you about the house. Whats the point of having your very own ghost if you cant brag about it?

Apparently, Sally was barely listening to me anyway. Or maybe her phone was conking out.

I didnt catch that, she said. But Ill call you back in a few days and well have a nice chat. Kiss the brat for me. And if you have to tie him up, dont leave any ligature marks. The people from protective services get all snooty about that.

I figured that was probably a joke, so I laughed. Didnt know what else to do.

Sallys voice was growing distorted, squelchy. Jason? Are you still there? I think youd better recharge your phone. I think you

A horrible screeching erupted through the receiver. It was mind-numbingly loud. I flinched away from the sound, holding the phone at arms length just to get it away from my ear. Sam could hear it too. I could tell by the way he jumped. Startled, he stumbled to his feet, and his chair tipped over with a crash.

Holy shit! he sputtered, scrunching up his face and poking his fingers in his ears.

Unbelievably, the screeching from the cell phone grew even louder. I could feel goose bumps popping up all over my body, from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head. The noise was like electronically magnified fingernails scraping across an amplified blackboard. My teeth were starting to hurt from grinding them together, the sound was so loud. I jumped to my feet as Sam had done and tossed the phone into the little wastebasket by the sink because I didnt know what else to do with it. All I knew was I had to get away from that god-awful noise. I grabbed the dish towel and for lack of a better idea, threw that over the damn thing, hoping to mute the sound a little more.

It didnt work. In fact, the cell phone screamed and wailed all the louder. The wastebasket bounced and rattled against the floor like one of those windup toys that clatter and buzz and jump around. The wastebasket was plastic, and as I watched, a crack split the side of it with a loud snap!

Sam and I jumped straight up into the air when Timmy spoke from behind us. His voice was calm, almost eerie. When I spun his way, I saw that his face was even calmer and eerier than his voice. Where had he come from?

Hang up the phone, the boy said quietly. He doesnt like her voice. Its making him mad.

Who? Sam asked. Making who mad?

But Timmy didnt answer. He merely stood there with his butchered hair and his rocket-ship pajamas, rubbing his eyes, staring back, looking cuter than hell and half-asleep. And calm. He was the only one in the room who wasnt freaking out completely.

I gawked at the boy, then I swung my eyes back to the wastebasket. The noise was so loud now that Sam and I both had our hands clamped over our ears trying to shut it out. The only person that horrible screaming sound didnt seem to bother was Timmy. In fact, I wasnt sure if he could hear it at all. He certainly gave no indication he could.

Then another eerie caterwauling erupted in the hallway behind Timmy. Sam and I jumped again. This time it was Thumper, howling to the heavens. The sound emanating from the cell phone must have hurt her ears. God knows it was hurting mine.

Another snap cracked through the kitchen. I turned and saw the little clock built into the top of the stove burst into fragments. Shards of glass flew out across the room, making us duck. One of the flying shards struck my arm like a tiny arrow. I looked down, amazed, and plucked the needle of glass from my forearm.

Ouch, I said, as sort of an afterthought. Things were happening too fast for me to keep up. Even pain had a three-second delay before it registered.

Break it, Timmy said, his voice still calm, his eyes still hooded, unconcerned, unfazed by everything going on around him. He looked drugged. Break the phone before its too late.

Why? I yelled. Whats it going to do?

Timmy ignored me. Sam didnt. He nudged me out of the way and kicked the wastebasket over with his foot. The screaming cell phone slid across the floor and banged to a stop against the wall. It screamed all the louder without the dish towel to mute the sound. His hands still to his ears, Sam stuttered, Sorry, Jason, then strode across the kitchen and slammed his bare heel down on my cell phone with a crash. Little bits of plastic and metal flew out in every direction to mix with the shards of glass from the stove.

The silence was so immediate and so profound, I found myself reaching out to grab the back of the chair before I toppled over in surprise.

Out in the hall, Thumpers howling continued on for about five thudding heartbeats; then she too fell silent.

I looked down at my arm. It was bleeding.

Sam was looking at the bottom of his foot. That was bleeding too.

Jesus Christ, Sam breathed, turning back to me, studying the shock on my face. What the fuck was that?

Slowly, Sam and I turned to Timmy. We watched, still stunned, as his eyes fluttered closed and he began to sway on his feet.

I caught him just before he hit the floor.

Look, Sam said behind me.

I turned with Timmy in my arms, cradling him, worried he had passed out. Why would he pass out?

Thumper was charging across the kitchen floor on her arthritic little legs, her tiny toenails tapping and clattering on the tiles like castanets. She exited through the other door, running so fast that when she swerved to make a turn she lost her footing and almost fell on her side. She awkwardly regained her balance and slid to a stop in front of the basement door. She stood in front of it, trembling, teeth bared, a menacing growl stuttering in her throat. The hair on her back was standing straight up. It was like a rerun of the other night.

My eyes pivoted to Sam, just as his eyes swung to me.

What have you got in your basement? Sam asked. What the fuck is down there?

All I could do was shrug. I lifted Timmy and held him close, looking down at his face.

He was sound asleep.

Sam and I directed our eyes back to the basement door.





SAM DABBED my cut with peroxide, then wiped it dry with a tissue. He blew on the wound for a moment to dry it even better before attempting to slip on a Band-Aid. That simple act of blowing his sweet breath across my skin, rustling the hair on my arm, making my skin shiver and my dick twitch with the intimacy of the act, was enough to make me want him right then and there, even after everything wed just gone through. Not only was I a slut, but I was a slut with incredibly poor timing.

I was also curious and maybe still a little angry as well. So why couldnt I tell Sally you are here? You said youd explain, so explain.

We were sitting at the kitchen table with brand new beers in front of us. Timmy was once again sleeping upstairs with Thumper at his side. I could hear their gentle snores because this time I had brought the baby monitor down to the kitchen with me. It was humming its staticky little song from the countertop beside me, assuring us that Timmy and Thumper were just fine, thank you very much.

We had swept up the broken glass and the remains of my poor smashed cell phone and dumped it all into the big wastebasket in the garage, and now Sam was dressing my wound and I was waiting for my promised explanation of why I couldnt tell Sally Sam was visiting.

With everything going on inside my head, I had never been so awake in my life.

Before answering me, Sam carefully smoothed a Band-Aid over the puncture on my arm. His fingers were gentle and warm on my skin. He was so concentrated on what he was doing, little worry lines had etched themselves between his eyes. He was trying not to hurt me.

When he was finished, I eased my arm from his grip and said, Thank you. Thats great.

Only then did he turn his eyes to my face. He studied me for a moment. Then I saw his eyes slide past me to the basement door in the other room. It was just a glance, but I could see he still wondered why the basement door figured so heavily in all the spooky shenanigans going on around us.

I wanted to know about the basement door too, but at the moment, I had other things on my mind. Softly, I said, Tell me, Sam. What is it between you and my sister? Did the two of you have a falling out?

Sam dabbed at the cut on his heel with a peroxide-soaked tissue. When he was satisfied the bleeding had stopped, he sat back in his chair and took a long pull from his beer. Setting the bottle aside, he began fiddling with the peroxide bottle and the Band-Aid wrappers and soiled tissues, straightening up the mess while he spoke.

He cleared his throat. His eyes skidded across my face a couple of times before they finally came to rest there. And once they did, he locked me in his stare. I personally havent seen your sister since the day of the wedding. That was five years ago.

I considered that. Well, part of that time you were in the Navy. You said so yourself. You must have talked to her on the phone a few times after you got out.

Sam looked down at his hands resting on the table, then back to my face. No. Not once. Not since Paul… disappeared. That was more than three years ago.

Then its your fault, I said, trying to be kind but still getting a little snippy about it. You cant blame it all on Sally. If you want to stay in someones life, you have to make the effort to contact them once in a while. Phone calls. Visits. Like I told you once before, Tucson isnt a million miles away.

His lips turned down in a frown, and his hand reached out to rest atop my own.

Dont get mad, he said. Its not how you think it is.

I enjoyed feeling his hand on mine, but I was still mightily confused about where this was all leading.

Then how is it? I asked. Stop beating around the bush and tell me.

Sam heaved a sigh and worked his fingers in between mine, lacing them together. He seemed to need the touch. The connection.

No one in my family has seen Sally or Timmy for years. She cut off all communication. Completely. Made it clear she didnt want anything to do with any of us.

I listened as the baby monitor filled the kitchen with a rush of static. It didnt seem quite so comforting now as it once did. I kept expecting to hear screams, or cries, or clanking chains, or hammerings. You know. Ghostly stuff. Finally, I said, Sally wouldnt do that.

Sam cocked an eyebrow at me. Well, she did.

I listened to Timmys soft snore way off in another part of the house. Hoping he was safe.

I couldnt believe what Sam had just told me. Then I realized I did believe it, although I certainly didnt understand it. Your mom and dad, Timmys grandparents, they must be

Sam finished the sentence for me. Crushed. Yes. Timmy is their only grandchild. And the only one theyre apt to get, what with me being gay and Paul beingdead.

I jumped. Paul isnt dead. Hes run off. Why would you say hes dead?

Its what my heart tells me. Sam spoke the words with a sadness that seemed to reach all the way into his gut. But what he said wasnt true. It couldnt be.

It was my turn to lean forward and bring my other hand into play. I scooped Sams hand into both of my own. I loved the way it felt in my grasp, loved the way my fingers played through the hair on his wrist, the feel of his fingers on my palm, cool from the beer bottle. Cool and compliant.

Sam, youre wrong about Paul. Someday I hope youll find that out. Right now Im more concerned with Sally. I cant believe she would do what you said she did. She must be still furious that Paul abandoned her, and being helpless to do anything else about it, she must have taken her anger out on your family. Ill talk to her. It isnt right that Timmy should have his grandparents taken away from him. His fathers already gone. He needs more family than I can offer. He needs more… love than only I can offer. And he needs more than just a mother and that dickhead his mothers dating can offer too.

Sam shook his head, his face forlorn. I had never seen it look that way before. I longed to comfort him but had no idea how to go about it. There was anger boiling away beneath his misery. I could sense it. And when he spoke, I got the first real glimpse of it.

Ive tried to talk to Sally a hundred times. She wont take my calls. I wanted to arrange a meeting with her, try to work things out. For my parents sake. She flat out refused. Then she hung up on me.

So, I said, beginning to understand. You decided to simply show up out of the blue and force a meeting, but when you got here, you found her gone. Even if she were here, Sam, it wouldnt have worked. Sallys the most stubborn person I know. It wouldnt have worked.

Sam nodded. I know. I didnt come to arrange a meeting. I just wanted to see my nephew. Make sure he was all right. I told you before I knew Sally was out of town by the message on her answering machine. I knew you were babysitting Timmy. Thats why I came. To see if you would let me spend some time with him. Take some pictures if I could. To tell my folks as much as I could about him. Let them see what he looked like. Give them a face to love. Even if that face was only on paper.

Sam dragged my hand closer to him and pressed his lips to it. The kiss startled me, but he didnt give me time to react or respond.

He just kept talking, as if he needed to get the words out. Needed to make me understand. Im sorry I lied to you, Jason. It was the only way I could get close. By the way you reacted to meeting me, I sensed right away you knew nothing about Sally cutting us off. So seeing an opening, I took it. I didnt know what else to do. Then you invited me to stay, and I jumped at the chance. Not to take advantage of you, Jason. Just to be with Timmy. Just to spend some time with my nephew.

His eyes were bright and wide. Forgive me, he said again. Please.

Forgiven, I said.

This time it was my turn to bring his hand to my lips. His skin tasted heavenly. When my mouth slid over the web of flesh between his thumb and forefinger, his thumb came up to stroke my cheek.

God help me, Im glad I did it, he said. Im glad I took advantage of your kindness.

Surprised, I gazed into his eyes, my lips still pressed to his hand. Why? Why are you glad?

He didnt hesitate. The words seemed ripe for plucking. They were hanging there inside his mind ready to be reaped. Reaped and shared.

Because I like being here, Jason. I like you. I want to…. His voice trailed away; his eyes slid back to the basement door.

What? I asked, my pulse accelerating, wondering what it was he was about to say. Praying I knew. Praying I knew all along. You want what, Sam? Look at me. Tell me what it is you want.

His eyes fell once again on mine. I could feel the pulse in his wrist hammering in my grasp. It was pounding as hard as my own. His lips were slightly parted as if he was building up the courage to say what he wanted to say.

Finally, the courage came.

I want to be with you for a while, he said, his words barely audible. Its more than just Timmy now, Jason. I want to be with you.

My own heart was thudding away like crazy. I scooted my chair back, stood, and leaned across the table. I slid a hand to the back of Sams neck, almost gasping at the heat I found there, and then I pulled him close.

When my mouth alit on his, he closed his eyes, and our two hearts commenced rattling away inside our chests.

I swear. I could hear them both.


Chapter 7
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SAM PUSHED my T-shirt up out of the way and slid his tongue across my nipple. I trembled and closed my eyes. Sweet Jesus. The next thing I knew, Sam had tugged my shirt over my head and thrown it across the room. We were in the formal dining room with every light on in the place. That was as far as we had gotten from the kitchen when we started fooling around. We hadnt had time to turn out the lights before things got out of hand.

Sam had me up against the dining room table in just my lounging shorts. He was bent over in front of me with his lips now sliding across my stomach. He was headed south like a Canada goose in winter.

I figured a little tit for tat was in order, so I yanked his wrinkled muscle shirt up over his head, damn near ripping his nose off in the process, and flung it aside. I stroked his lean shoulders and pushed my fingers through his thick head of hair while his tongue continued to snail-track its way down my torso. He was at my belly button now, and my legs were shaking like I had malaria.

Youre trembling, Sam muttered, his voice hoarse with hunger. I could feel a smile on his mouth where he kissed me.

I simply nodded. Speech was beyond me.

Sam dropped to his knees in front of me, and I felt my shorts being dragged down across my hips. The next thing I knew, they were at my ankles and my cock was standing free. I looked down just in time to see Sam slide his hands to the back of my thighs and pull me toward him. He nuzzled my balls.

You smell good, he muttered. I could feel his hot breath stir the hair on my balls when he said it. My dick was so hard I could have pounded nails with it.

Taking a detour and heading north for a change, Sam slid his tongue from my balls all the way along my shaft to the head of my cock. He lapped away a drop of precome that was dangling there by a thread of ooze and gazed up into my face with a smile as he licked his lips.

I gripped him under his armpits and pulled him to his feet, clamping my mouth over his, wrapping my arms around him so tightly I could feel every bone, every sinew in his body. We kissed for the longest time. He still wore his rooster shorts, but his own personal cock had flown the coop through the front flap. It was poking at me, trying to worm its way between my legs. Or maybe it was just reconnoitering the terrain, looking to see what it could find. Buried treasure and stuff.

It was my turn to do some exploring. I dragged my lips off Sams mouth and slid them over his stubbly chin, across the rocky tor of his Adams apple, and on down to that little patch of dark hair on his chest. I nestled into it, breathing in the scent of him, tugging at the hairs with my teeth.

My hands were at his hips. I sneaked my fingers under the waistband of his rooster shorts and pushed them down until they were far enough past his ass that they slid the rest of the way to the floor without any help from me.

The muscles in his stomach tensed as I dropped to my knees and pressed my mouth to his belly button, at long last sliding my tongue inside where it had wanted to go since the very first time I saw Sam standing at the foot of my bed. His fingers were tangled in my hair, and he held my face close to him, enjoying the ministrations of my tongue, my mouth. Enjoying my breath against his skin. Just as I was enjoying the taste and smell and heat of him.

I went a little farther south and felt his warm, hard cock bump my chin. I nudged it aside with my cheek and burrowed my nose into his pubic hair. He still smelled sweet and clean from the shower. I cupped his balls, feeling their weight, their heat. They were dark with hair and heavy with pent-up come. Then I slid my hand between his legs and foraged north, dipping the heel of my hand into the crack of his ass. I dragged my fingertips over his moist, hot sphincter. He bucked beneath my touch, then spread his legs a little wider, letting me go where I wanted to go. The tip of my index finger nudged the satiny slick heat of his opening, and I looked up to see how he was reacting.

His head had fallen back. His eyes were closed tight, and his mouth hung partly open. I could see his Adams apple duck and bob as he swallowed. Once. Twice. He clutched my hair a little tighter as I continued to stroke his opening.

You like that, I muttered. And before he could respond, I pulled his cock into my mouth, taking it in as far as I could.

Sam lurched onto his tiptoes and drove himself deeper into my mouth. That was fine with me. I lapped and slurped and diddled the slit of his dick with my tongue for the longest time. I was really getting into it when suddenly I heard him gasp.

Then he cried out, Oh, no! Im sorry! Shit! And while his cock was still buried to the hilt between my worshipping lips, I felt the first surge of hot come slap against the roof of my mouth. Sam cried out again. He pulled away, dont ask me why, and another jet of steaming hot come shot out across my face, splattering me from chin to hairline. I laughed and danced around on my knees until I steered his stiff, spurting cock back into my mouth, where I felt the third and final surge of come spill out across my tongue.

I lapped up every drop like sweet cream.

Still sucking at his dribbling cock, I splayed my hands across his chest as he stood before me, trembling. His heart was beating so fast and so hard I could feel it against my palms. I slid one hand higher and poked a finger in his mouth. He latched on to it like a kid with a pacifier, sucking it all the way in.

Finally, he opened his eyes and gazed down at me. His eyes were heavy with contentment, a tiny smile played at the corners of his mouth as he watched me still lapping at his cock in my quest for one more taste of precious Sam juice.

Wow, he stammered, his voice shaking with passion. Come here.

He pulled me to my feet and kissed my moist mouth. Then he licked away his own come from my cheeks, my forehead, my nose. Finished, he kissed me again.

Lay down, he whispered.

Where?

Here on the table.

Youre kidding.

No. Youre now officially the main course.

My dining room table was large enough to serve twelve. It was cherrywood, as heavy as an ocean liner, and so solid I could probably have parked a car on it. I figured one little faggot wouldnt hurt it much.

I sprawled out on my back at the edge of the table with Sam standing next to me, stroking my legs, my stomach, bending down now and then to plant another kiss on my mouth. I saw another dribble of come dripping from his cock as he stood there beside me, and I caught it with my thumb, popping it into my mouth before it got away.

Sam smiled, watching me. Then he stood there at the edge of the table, with me laid out before him like a Christmas ham, and with his hands exploring in every direction, he bent and took my cock into his mouth, doing everything to me that I had done to him.

Sam knew what he was doing too. In less than five minutes, my ass was off the table, my back arched like a footbridge, and my fingernails were digging trenches in Sams shoulder.

Come for me, he mumbled around my dick, and no sooner had he said the words than I moaned, and as I watched him through hooded eyes, damn near blinded by desire, I sprayed my come into that hot, eager mouth. Over and over, my back arched, my come shot out, and Sam steered me flawlessly, never easing up, never letting me get away, never slackening those heavenly urgings with his tongue and lips, pleading for more. Always more. He was as bad as I was. He couldnt get enough either.

When I was finally drained, my ass collapsed onto the table, and Sam gently cupped my balls one last time before letting my sated dick slide from his mouth.

Delicious, he cooed, and again his wet mouth buried mine beneath it. I wrapped my arms around him and held him close while my pulse slowed and my heart eased its hammering. When he broke the kiss, he did it gently and lingeringly. It was a lovers kiss. Hungry, happy, sweet.

Thank you, I sighed, so fulfilled I could barely open my eyes.

No, Jason. Thank you, he said with a dastardly grin. I think we needed that.

I nodded, but I wasnt finished yet. I couldnt let it end here. I couldnt.

Sleep with me tonight, Sam. Please. I want to feel you next to me. All night.

I closed my eyes and trembled yet again when he licked a wayward splash of come from my cheek. I had no idea if it was his or mine, and at this point in the evenings festivities, I figured it didnt much matter.

Gladly, he said. Ive wanted to be with you ever since I got here. Youre beautiful, you know.

I blinked, a little stunned by how romantic he could be. I dont know why it surprised me so.

Youre the beautiful one, Sam. Every inch of you.

He took my hand and smiled. Lets go to bed.

I laughed. Think maybe Ill wipe down the table first. We may want to eat here someday.

Hmm, he said, tapping his chin with a fingertip like Sherlock Holmes while eyeballing the dining room table from one end to the other. Im surprised I didnt think of that. Wheres the cleaner?

Follow me.

You have come remover?

I gave him a smirk. I think we took care of that ourselves.

Sam smacked his lips. I think youre right. Every last drop, and boy was it good. So its just your ass marks we want to get rid of, then.

Pretty much, I said.

Sam giggled as he grabbed my butt and followed me into the kitchen.





I LAY with my head on Sams chest and one leg draped snugly over his. As I hugged him close, his cock lay sleeping, soft and warm, gently nestled against my elbow. I really loved feeling it there. I could hear the soft snores coming from Timmys bedroom through the baby monitor at the side of my bed, but this time that reassuring buzz of static and childish snortings and the occasional rustling of bedclothes was mixed with the comforting sound of Sams heartbeat softly thudding in my ear.

It was still early. Ten oclock or so. Neither of us was sleepy. Sam had his lips in my hair, and I was twiddling with the trail of fur leading downward from his tight little navel. As he breathed, Sams warm stomach rose and fell beneath my hand. My body could barely move I was so relaxed, but my mind was a hurricane of activity, filled to the brim with images of everything that had just happened in the dining room. Some of the images made me blush. Some made me hard again. Some made me smile.

I could still taste Sams come on my lips, and that made me smile for sure.

I wasnt entirely certain, but I thought maybe that twenty minutes I had just spent with Sam in my dining room was the hottest sex I had ever experienced in my life. I smiled remembering the way we had laughed in the middle of it. How often does that happen? Especially on a first encounter?

What are you thinking about? Sam asked, his voice little more than a lazy hum. He was obviously as comfortable as I was. Lethargic, thats what we were. Lethargic.

Too spent to go to all the trouble of speaking in complete sentences, I simply tossed out a few nouns and called it quits. Dining room, I mumbled. Sex. Remembering.

Sam gave an amused huff of air that stirred my hair. That was something else.

Phenomenal.

I love your body.

Yes. I kissed his stomach.

Out of the blue, Sam said, I played Sting Warrior a couple of months ago. Great game.

I lifted my head and looked at him. You liked it? A little praise and suddenly I was able to make a sentence. How self-centered is that?

Yeah, he said. While I was gazing at him, he kissed my nose.

Last year I played Doomathon, he added, frowning like his favorite cat had just died. The controls were sluggish. The graphics only fair.

I grinned at the dour expression on his face. Everybodys a critic. Get over it. He laughed.

I snuggled my head back onto his chest, and he pulled me tighter into his arms.

As we lay there enjoying the feel of each other, I realized I knew almost nothing about him. Again, I lifted my head, rested my chin on the back of my hand while my fingers caressed that little patch of hair on his chest. I loved the way he gave me his full attention when I spoke. He had a satisfied expression that was so sincere it made my heart give a happy thud just seeing it there on his handsome face.

What do you do? I asked. Where do you work?

Im an electrician. Thats the trade I learned in the Navy. Ive been trying to get on with the Tucson Power Company, but for now I work as a repairman for a private firm. Business, residential work. Whatever they need.

Wow, I said, impressed. Thats butch.

He laughed. What did you think I did? Make feather boas for a living? Sew tutus?

It was my turn to laugh.

Too bad you dont work for the phone company. You could put my phone back together.

He grunted. It would take more than a phone man to put that phone back together. It would take a magician and an act of God.

No kidding.

He smiled at me. Should I apologize again for stomping it to smithereens?

No, I said. Four hundred times is enough.

I could see the blood rushing to his ears. He was so cute when he blushed.

In the middle of admiring his blush, I suddenly grew solemn. There were a couple of things that needed to be said, and there would never be a better opportunity than this for saying them.

Sam?

He grunted a lazy, Huh?

Im sorry about your brother. Im sorry you dont have him in your life anymore. And Im sorry about what Sally has done to your family. I still cant understand it. I mean, I know she can be a bitch. So can I. But this seems to go beyond the pale of bitchiness into the realm of outright vindictiveness. I guess I never realized how hard it hit her when Paul left. Shes lashing out at you and your family because of what Paul did. It isnt fair.

Sam stared at me, considering my words. He carefully brought his fingers into play and plucked what I presume was a loose eyelash off my cheek. Then he caressed the side of my face, but only for a heartbeat before he slid his arm around to my back again. A moment later he was idly stroking my shoulder.

I do miss Paul, Sam said, watching me with those incredible brown eyes. I miss speaking to him on the phone. I miss seeing him. You know, just before he disappeared, we were planning to go on a fishing trip together. Just him and me. Camping in tents, the whole bit. His voice trailed away. Now I know we never will.

Ill go camping with you, I said. Quite bravely, I thought.

He grinned. What you consider camping and what Paul and I considered camping are probably two distinctly different things.

I mulled that over. Paul and Sams version of camping undoubtedly included bugs, bears, snakes, and chiggers. My idea of camping entailed roughing it in a Motel 8, continental breakfasts, and praying the pool was warm.

You may be right, I admitted.

There came a rustle of sound through the baby monitor. Bedclothes shifting. The squeak of a bedspring. The tinkle of Timmys bell-like laughter. Then silence.

Hes dreaming, Sam said. There was a smile in his voice.

I listened a moment longer. The flurry of sound seemed to have ended. All I could hear now was the gentle breathing of a child at rest, along with a tiny yip from Thumper.

Thumpers dreaming, too, I said. God knows I could recognize her dream yip. I had heard it enough times over the past two decades as it dragged me out of sleep. Usually, it was preceded by a toenail scraping my leg or an ice-cold nose poking me in the ribs because inevitably, when she dream-yipped, she also flopped around like a fish out of water. Sleeping alongside Thumper was not conducive to a good nights rest. I should know. Id been sleeping alongside her since junior high.

The excitement concerning whatever was going on in the bedroom down the hall seemed to be over. I once again focused my attention on Sam. It wasnt much of a hardship either. I studied his face while he studied mine. I slid my fingers across his forehead, sweeping his hair aside. He smiled.

Has your house always been haunted? he asked, taking me by surprise.

I thought about it. No. Only since Timmy arrived. Unless I was just too dense to notice it before.

Sam tsked. Thats unlikely.

Yes, it is.

Dont you think its weird that it never started until the kid got here? Dont you think there must be some sort of connection between the two?

What? You mean like Timmy being clairvoyant, or psychic? Please. Too far out. I had a hard time not laughing in poor Sams face. I wondered if he was serious.

Maybe Timmys a conduit, Sam said, but even he couldnt say it with a straight face. His lips twisted up in a grin. Forget I said that.

I laughed. Timmy being a conduit to the netherworld seemed a bit far-fetched. The kid could barely walk across a room without falling down. All too happy to forget it completely.

Apparently, Sam still wasnt finished with the subject. But really, Jason, dont you think its strange that nothing… odd… happened around the house until Timmy arrived? Dont you think it means something?

Well, yeah. Maybe. I think I read once that poltergeists are more apt to show up when there are kids around, or teenagers. But even if it is a ghost, or a poltergeist, as long as he isnt doing anything too mean or frightening, as long as he hasnt tried to stab us in our sleep or do something equally horrible, I dont figure theres much reason for alarm, do you? Timmy doesnt seem to be afraid at any rate.

Sam gave a wary chuckle. Hes the only one.

No kidding.

I made a big show of looking back over my shoulder with frightened eyes. He popped me gently on the chin.

Stop it, he snorted. Soon we were both giggling. Then all of a sudden, I was turned on again. So was he.

Kiss me, Sam whispered, and I did.

By the mere uttering of those two simple words, and with one delicious taste of Sams sweet mouth, I felt that inexorable downward urge that all gay men feel when in the naked presence of another. Just as I had done earlier that evening, I slid my lips from Sams mouth and kissed my way down his warm, responsive body until I found his dick again, eager and hard and waiting. Just as it had been before. Just as mine was once again.

He twisted around on the bed until he faced the other way, and as I slipped my mouth around his cock, he did the same to me. This time we knew what we would find, what to expect. We even knew a bit of the responses we would receive, one to the other. This time we were not traveling blind. We had fed from each other before. And that knowledge, that familiarity, made the coupling more deeply satisfying, and yet, more urgent; more exciting, and yet more trusting. It made ita comfort.

And exciting as hell.

A beautiful eternity later, our juices spilled, our thirsts slaked, we fell asleep.

The night slipped by us unnoticed, unheard. We lay in each others arms, spent and happy.

It was Timmys screaming that finally woke us up.





STARTLED OUT of our minds by that piercing knife of sound emanating from the baby monitor and stabbing out across the room, we flew from the bed and hastily donned our shorts after scrambling around and bumping heads a couple of times trying to find where wed tossed them. Once that was sorted out and we were halfway decent, we took off running down the hall to Timmys room. Even through a two-inch oak door, we could hear him screaming a high-pitched wail of a screech that made the little hairs on the back of my neck dance around. It was the creepiest sound I had ever heard.

We barged through Timmys door side by side, and once inside, we stopped so quickly that Sams feet would have flown out from under him if I hadnt caught him by the elbow to keep him upright.

The first thing I saw was Thumper sitting up in the middle of the bed. And when I say sitting up, I mean sitting up. She was perched on her butt, her little front legs held high and waving around. She was panting her laughing pant, pink tongue flopping around all over the place at one end and little brown tail flopping around all over the place at the other end.

One happy-ass dog.

I only tore my eyes from Thumper when a hand came up in front of my face with a pointing finger poking out of one end of it. It was Sams hand, Sams finger. Look, he said. Look at that.

I followed the pointing finger and spotted Timmy standing on the stuffed chair in the corner. He had his arms straight out to his sides like Jesus Christ on the cross, only Jesus Christ never wore rocket-ship pjs, at least not in the paintings Ive seen.

Timmy seemed to have landed himself in the middle of a wind tunnel. His pajamas were flapping around his little body like a flag in a typhoon. I could actually hear the fabric whapping against itself. Timmys mutilated hair was all over the place, whipping this way and that, slapping him in the face one second and blowing straight up into the air the next. While Timmys eyes were bright and fearless as he squinted into the wind, there were tears skittering horizontally across his face, first heading for his hairline, then sliding toward his nose as the gale-force wind kept shifting from one direction to the other.

Timmys cheeks were pruning and undulating like an astronauts cheeks when hes sitting in one of those centrifugal force machines down at NASA. With his cheeks slammed back like that by the force of the wind and his lips pushed back and out of the way, every one of Timmys tiny baby teeth were on full display and a pretty good river of spit was sliding across his face mixing with the tears.

The kid was a mess.

Oh, and did I mention he was laughing? That was the horrible screeching sound we had heard, the happy wail of a four-year-old screaming in euphoria, just so goddamn happy he couldnt hold it in. While the gale tossed him back and forth, damned near knocking him out of the chair every now and then, Timmy howled with laughter and wailed and giggled and sputtered, and if he didnt stop soon, I was pretty sure he would probably pee in his pantsand in my chair. And all the time he was wailing and laughing, he held his arms straight out to either side as if begging for more.

The boy was fearless.

But where was the wind coming from? Nothing else in the room was moving. Even the curtains were hanging limp and still. What the fuck?

I was so shocked I couldnt think straight. It took a minute for me to realize Sam was saying something.

What? I yelled over the roar of the wind. What did you say?

When Sam didnt answer, I tore my eyes from Timmy long enough to see what he was doing.

And when I did see what he was doing, I couldnt believe it. There was a grin splitting Sams face wide open. He was watching the kid laughing and chortling, and when Sam turned his eyes to me, I guess the shocked expression on my face really cracked him up. Sam bent over and slapped his knee like some old guy whos just been told a really good Social Security joke.

Hes playing with him, Sam said, pointing at Timmy again, snorting with laughter. Look. Dont you see? Hes playing with him.

I gawked at Sam like he had just sprouted a pineapple out of his forehead. What are you talking about? Who? Whos playing with him?

Sam was laughing so hard now he had snot sliding out of his nose. But he wasnt laughing at me anymore. He was laughing at Timmy. He was laughing with Timmy.

Jesus, could these two get any happier?

The ghost, Sam gasped, tears squirting from his eyes, giggling like a four-year-old, giggling like Timmy. The ghost is making him laugh. Dont you see? The ghost is playing with him!

I followed his pointing finger back to Timmy and just stood there watching him.

In the middle of everything that was happening to him, Timmy managed somehow to spot me across the room. He stood there, buffeted by the wind. And while his pajamas whipped around him and his hair flew every which way, he erupted once again into a merry, tinkling laugh and waved hello with both hands. Just waved and waved and giggled and laughed.

Sam waved back. A minute later, with a dawning grin creeping across my face, I hesitantly returned Timmys wave. It was impossible not to. He looked so happy.

And the moment the first chuckle escaped my lips, the wind stopped.

Just like that.

The room fell suddenly silent. Timmys laughter died. His face instantly sobered. Even his flapping pjs settled limp and still around his body.

It was the saddest thing I had ever seen.

Dont go, Timmy whispered to the room around him. Then he turned his eyes to Sam and me. He hiccupped and wiped the tears and slobber of laughter off his face with the sleeve of his pajamas. Thumper whimpered from the bed.

Dont go, indeed, Sam muttered, taking my hand, still staring at the boy.

Together we strode to Timmy and scooped him up off the chair. Just as he began to cry.

Make him come back. That was fun, Timmy sniffled, wrapping his arms around my neck and laying his head on my chest. Sam stroked the boys back under his pajama top and buried his face in Timmys chopped up hair. His other hand came up to caress the side of my face.

Who, baby? Sam asked softly. Make who come back? Who were you having fun with?

Timmy gave a long, shuddering sigh, and said, Daddy.


Chapter 8
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TIMMY WAS screaming again. This time it was a normal four-year-olds scream (they do it a lot, I was learning), and it was directed at the gaming monitor in the sunroom. He was taking my most recently released video game, Killer Jeeps, out for a spin. It was the simplest game I had designed, a driving game, perhaps the only game suited for a little kid because of the ease of the controls. The label said it was rated for teens because of a few bloodthirsty monsters scattered around here and there. But hey, since Timmy wasnt squeamish about dealing with a real ghost, I figured he was perfectly capable of whomping ass with a digitally enhanced homicidal maniac or two.

Timmy had three pillows stuffed under his butt so he could see over the edge of my desk. Thumper was sitting at his side, craning her neck and staring at the screen. She growled every time one of the monsters showed up. Timmys happy screams were interspersed with an occasional hoot of laughter. He was having fun. He was liking the shit out of those monsters.

Sam and I were in the backyard just on the other side of the sunroom windows where we could both see Timmy and get to him at a moments notice if the need arose. We were speaking softly and discussing just what we were going to do about the fact that Timmy thought the ghost of his father was hanging around the house.

While I wielded the garden hose, spraying my beloved trees and flowers so they wouldnt shrivel in the heat, Sam rattled on about the ghost and the fact that he thought Timmy was absolutely right in his suspicions. I didnt. And I said so every time I opened my mouth. Even I was getting tired of hearing my own denials. Perhaps the largest obstacle to my believing Timmys dad was haunting the joint was the fact that I simply couldnt bring myself to believe Paul was actually dead. It seemed to me if the man had died, someone would have mentioned it by now.

However, ghosts were not the only things on our minds. Sam and I were constantly reaching out to each other too. Touching. Caressing. Flirting. I was nuts about Sam, and God help me, I was pretty sure he was nuts about me too. Neither of us really saw that coming, that intense attraction, so we were still tap dancing around the reality of it a bit, not sure where it all would end or how far we would be willing to let it take us. All I knew was I enjoyed being with Sam, and he didnt seem too annoyed about being around me either.

It had been a week since we first made love, and we were sleeping together now on a regular basis. We still played the chaste uncles around Timmy, but he wasnt dumb enough not to get a whiff of what was going on now and then. I caught more than one snicker on Timmys face on those few occasions when I glanced at him out of the blue. I was seriously contemplating sitting the kid down and explaining to him that Sam and I were an item, so if he inadvertently caught us sneaking a smooch now and then, he should just ignore it. But I wasnt sure if adults actually did that with four-year-olds. Not having any kids of my own, I was in unexplored territory here. So was Sam. Besides, I didnt want to presume that Sam and I were an item unless I talked it over with Sam first. In spite of all the clandestine smooching going on, he might be of a differing opinion. And boy, wouldnt that break my heart.

Still, I had to admit we had more pressing matters to worry about than our puny little love affair, no matter how hot that affair was.

During the past week, I had fielded two more phone calls from my sister, and so far, she still had no inkling Sam was in the house. I was beginning to feel sneaky.

Sam was still gaga over the whole haunted house thing. Couldnt stop chattering about it. He probably loved spooky movies too.

I cant get over that wind blowing around him the other night. Did you see it, Jason? What the heck was it?

I was still just as flabbergasted about it as Sam. If I had known Sallys house had a resident ghost, I probably would never have bought the place. Maybe. I dont know, I said. Ive never seen anything like it in my life. Timmy was the only object in that room the wind touched. Did you notice? Nothing else moved.

Sam and I had been beating the subject to death ever since it happened. You would think wed get tired of talking about it. But no, here we were, getting excited all over again and blathering on and on and on.

And what about Thumper? Sam asked for the twentieth time. Did you see her begging? Who was she begging to and what was she begging for? A Milk-Bone from beyond the grave?

The sun was beating down like a forest fire. We would have to go inside soon before I keeled over from heat prostration. Stop talking about graves! I dont care what you think or what Timmy says, Paul isnt dead. He took a powder to get away from my bitch of a sister. Thats all. One of these days, hell show up at the door asking to see his son.

Sam smiled a wise smile. There was a little bit of sad in that smile as well. I think he already did. In fact, I think he blew him a kiss. After a beat, he added, He just wrapped it up in a tornado first.

I smiled, remembering Timmys laughter that night. The kid really loved it, didnt he?

Yeah, well, hes a kid. I personally would have been in cardiac arrest after the first puff of air blew up my rooster bloomers. Sam stuck his face into one of my tree roses and inhaled the scent. Hows your new phone working? He seemed to be asking the blossoms.

Great. Dont stomp on it.

Sam held his hands up in the air like he was stopping a bus. Boy, make one little mistake and you hear about it the rest of your life. Grouch.

I laughed.

I watched Sam sniffing at the flowers. There was a lazy smile on his face that was very attractive. His hair was damp at the back of his neck from his sweat. We had been working in the yard for over an hour.

Softly, I asked, Do you really think Paul is dead?

Sam straightened and trailed his eyes to mine. He pushed his hair away from his face with both hands and held it there while the air cooled his forehead.

Yes, he said. I believe it in my heart, Jason.

I blinked at the sadness on his face. Then Im sorry, I said.

He nodded, freeing his hair, gazing deep into my eyes. I know you are.

Our moment was interrupted when Timmy squealed with delight in the sunroom. By the weird-ass music playing in the background on Killer Jeeps, which Timmy had cranked up as high as it would go apparently for the benefit of all our neighbors and maybe some of the ships at sea, I knew he was fighting the Sewer Demon. And good luck with that. Even I had trouble killing that fucker, and I designed the game.

Sally should be calling, I said. It was my turn to throw my hands up in front of my face as if warding off a blow when Sam quickly glanced my way. And dont worry, I still wont tell her youre here.

Not yet anyway, Sam said.

Fine. Not yet.

This brought another subject to mind. A subject I didnt like at all, but one I couldnt stop picking at like a scab. And when do you plan on leaving? I tried to be nonchalant about the asking, but I could still hear my heart nervously hammering away inside me.

Sam reached out and touched my arm. Not yet, he said gently. And all I could do was nod.

Not yet. It was going to be lonely around the place when both Timmy and Sam left, what with just me, Thumper, and my ghost rattling about the property trying not to run into each other.

Sam squinted up at the sun from beneath the shade of his hand. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and took one last whiff of the tree roses. He turned to me as I wound up the garden hose and hung it on the metal rack at the side of the house.

You have to stop trying to ignore whats going on, Jason.

For one brief moment, I thought he meant… Us? Are you talking about us?

Sam smiled kindly at the worried expression on my face. No, babe. But that conversations coming up too.

I wasnt sure I liked the sound of that. So I tried to ignore it. You mean Timmy.

Yes. Its time we talked to Timmy about what happened the other night. I think he might be willing to discuss it now. He doesnt seem to be upset anymore. Hes had a whole week with no ghostly apparitions playing head games with him. Or us. Id like to hear why he said some of the things he said that night. About his dad and all.

I had to keep reminding myself that Sam had more at stake in all of this than I did. It was his brother who was missing. It was Sams brother that Timmy was convinced had visited him that night. While I didnt believe it for a minute, I thought it only fair to allow Sam to follow his half-ass investigation into Pauls disappearance wherever it might lead. It was important to him. And it was important to me too. But for Sam it was personal.

Fine, I said, folding Sam into my arms beside the tree roses, not caring if the neighbors or Timmy could see us. Not caring about anything but the feel of Sam in my arms. And the feel of Sams arms embracing me back.

After dinner, then? he asked, his voice already getting that husky timbre that signified sexual awakening. God, Sam was mesmerizing when he talked like that.

I nodded, trying to swallow my desire. Sure. After dinner.

In thanks, Sam brushed his lips over mine. My heart did a syncopated stutter inside my chest. I gently grasped a fistful of Sams hair and held him in place while I kissed him back. While still connected, our kiss became a smile. For both of us.

You, I said, drawing back, gazing deep into Sams eyes. Even I didnt know what I wanted to say next. Or maybe I did.

But the moment was interrupted by the rattle of a windowpane. Still standing there in each others arms, we turned toward the house.

Timmy was making kissy faces and smooching and licking and slurping at the window glass like a bottom feeder in a glass aquarium. He dragged his pucker from one side of the window to the other, depositing smears of spit and leaving kissy lip prints everywhere he touched. He was laughing while he did it. Laughing at us as we stood there like saps, wrapped in each others arms.

The little brat. I had just washed those windows.





SAM MADE swedish meatballs for dinner, and suddenly, I had another reason to be nuts about the guy. He could cook.

Timmy was less impressed.

Whats that? He was pointing at his dinner plate like a skunk had crawled up on it and died.

Monkey snot and rhino boogers, Sam bragged, batting his eyes modestly. My own recipe.

Timmy still didnt seem particularly intrigued. Really? With thumb and forefinger, he dragged out a noodle and held it up for inspection. And whats this?

Ganglia.

Oh.

Yeah. Those rhino boogers are hard to get too. Rhinos dont like to give em up. Of course, monkey snot and ganglia are everywhere.

Timmy poked it with his fork. Hmm. Mommy never fixes this.

Mommys lazy. Plus shes probably a crappy cook.

Timmy snorted. Omm. You said crappy. That sounds nicer than what Mommy says.

What does Mommy say?

Shitty.

Lovely. So eat already, Sam said. He was talking to me too.

So I did. Eventually, so did Timmy. Not another word was spoken about Sams unusual list of ingredients.

Pretty soon the kitchen was filled with the industrious clatter of silverware on china, and I have to say, the rhino boogers were delicious. As usual, the three of us were sitting at the kitchen table. It was easier than dragging everything into the dining room. Plus I thought Id give the dining room table a couple more days to air out. You never know what sort of sexual pathogens might still be lingering there in the wood from the other night.

We eventually finished eating. Our dirty plates still sat in front of us. Timmy was sipping at what was left of his chocolate milk, and Sam and I had wine. Our bellies were full, and we were all too lazy to even think about moving just yet.

Still needing to be close to Timmy, Thumper was sound asleep on a dishtowel in the middle of the table, like a holiday centerpiece.

Sam didnt waste any time. His foot was resting on my instep under the table, but his warm brown eyes were centered on Timmy. Finally, Timmy realized that fact, and he stared right back at his Uncle Sam.

Full? Sam asked.

Timmy grinned. I ate a lot.

I know you did. So did Uncle Jason. Will you still love your Uncle Jason when hes all fat and gooshy?

Timmy giggled. Yep. Will you?

Sam had the good grace to blush. Well see.

Thanks, I groaned for both their sakes, although Im pretty sure I was blushing too.

Sam stroked my instep with his bare toes by way of apology for the fat comment. Once again he focused his attention on Timmy, and Timmy, as fearless as always, focused right back.

Sam cleared his throat. Time to get to it, he seemed to be saying. And so he did.

Do you remember the wind the other night?

Yeah. Timmy perked right up. Can we do it again?

Not right now. Do you remember who you said brought the wind?

Yeah. Do we have any more Popsicles?

Maybe. Ill check in a minute. Who was it you told us made the wind. Do you remember?

Yes. It was Daddy.

Do you remember your daddy?

No.

Then how do you know thats who it was?

Because he told me.

He talked to you?

Yeah. I think I want a cherry one this time.

Cherry Popsicle. You got it. When Daddy talks to you, can you see him?

Kinda.

What do you mean kinda?

He kinda comes and goes. Timmy paused as if thinking about the best way to express what he wanted to say. He looks kinda wavy. Like hes under water. Youd like him, though. Hes pretty. He looks like you.

Sam leaned in closer. Thank you. You say he looks like me?

Timmy nodded. Cept hes taller.

Sams eyes darted to me. He was. Paul was taller.

I decided to ask some questions of my own. Timmy, when Daddy talked to you, what did he say? What did he talk about?

Timmy considered that. He talked about how big I was. He called me a little man.

You are a little man. What else did he say?

He said he wanted me to stay here with you and Sam.

He talked about me and Sam?

Timmy nodded.

What about your mommy? Didnt your daddy ever talk about her? Doesnt he want you to live with her? Be her boy?

Timmy shrugged. His face darkened. He appeared uncomfortable. I wondered if he was about to clam up on us.

Apparently, so did Sam. He scraped his chair back and headed for the door. Im gonna get that Popsicle.

Yay! Timmy cried, clapping his hands. Thumper wagged her tail at Timmys show of enthusiasm, but she didnt bother waking up. Thumper was a multitasker.

While Sam was gone to get the Popsicle from the big freezer on the service porch, I quickly lowered my voice and asked, Was Daddy alive when you saw him?

Again, Timmy shrugged. I dont know. I guess.

Does he live here in the house with me? With us? Is he always here?

Timmy nodded again, but it was a sad nod. Hesitant, as if something about the question, or his answer to it, confused him. He said he cant go outside. He really wants to go outside and play, but he cant.

Why not?

The doors wont work.

You mean hes trapped in the house?

I guess. Whens Mommy coming home?

Why? You miss her?

Timmy rolled his eyes, sarcastic as hell. No.

Sam laughed. He was back from the fridge. Kids all heart, he muttered, handing Timmy his cherry Popsicle.

Timmy didnt take it. Take the paper off first.

Oh, sorry. Sam did as he was told.

Still Timmy wouldnt take it. Theres a piece of ice on it. I dont like ice.

Sam rolled his eyes. Kid, the whole thing is ice. Take it or Ill give it to the dog, if I can snap her out of her geriatric coma.

Timmy took the Popsicle, eyeballing it askance until he had scraped off that one tiny piece of frost with his thumbnail. Then he popped it in his mouth. In ten seconds flat, his chin was red, his shirt was dribbled over, and he had a stream of melted cherry Popsicle running up his arm. There was so much red on the kid, he looked like he had been strafed with artillery fire.

Between slurps, Timmy said, Daddy likes playing with me. He told me he could blow me right up the chimley if he wanted to.

Chimney, I said. Its pronounced chimney.

Then I realized what Timmy had said. So did Sam. We locked eyes with each other.

Without even thinking about what I was doing, I glowered up at the ceiling and shouted, Dont even think about blowing him up the chimney!

Sam muttered around a grin. Dont believe in ghosts, huh? Then who you talking to?

Timmy laughed. Daddy was kidding. He wouldnt hurt me.

Did he tell you that? It was Sam asking the question. He beat me to the punch.

No, Timmy said, squeezing one eye shut because he was having another brain freeze moment. I just know it. Daddy loves me.

Did he tell you that?

Uh-huh. Where do the rhinos live?

That question was so far out of left field, Sam and I had to blink back our confusion for a moment. Then I said, Oh. Two streets over.

Thats what I thought, Timmy said, sucking anew at his cherry Popsicle, or what was left of it. He was almost down to the stick now.

Timmy suddenly cocked his head to the side and gazed off blankly into space as if listening to a sound only he could hear. Which was apparently the truth, for a second later, he said, Its Mommy!

Sam and I jumped. Say what? Where?

Timmy pointed a sticky red finger at my new cell phone, sitting beside me on the kitchen counter.

There.

And the moment we looked at the phoneit rang!

Sam and I jumped again. Who wouldnt?

Sam stared at Timmy like he had never seen anyone as fascinating in his life. How did you

But before Sam could finish his question, Timmy plucked the Popsicle stick out of his mouth and a grin split his face. Look! Theres Daddy too! See him?

I stumbled to my feet and spun 360 degrees. I didnt see anyone but the three of us. Sam even made the supremely ridiculous motion of bending down and peeking under the kitchen table. I almost laughed. And the overriding word in that sentence is almost.

When the cell phone rang again, we ignored it.

Where is he? Sam and I asked together. Wheres Daddy?

Timmy pointed to the stove. There. Then he added, Uh-oh.

Uh-oh? Uh-oh what? Sam asked. His eyes were as big as golf balls. He obviously didnt like the sound of that uh-oh. I didnt like it either. We had experienced uh-ohs before.

We turned to the boy, and just as we did, Timmys grin dropped off his face like the last leaf of winter. Daddys mad, he said, scrunching down in his chair and pulling his dinner napkin over his head. Thumper seemed to finally realize something was going on. She struggled to her feet with a clatter of toenails and looked around. Baring her teeth, she growled in the direction of the stove, and then Timmy grabbed her back leg like a drumstick and dragged her close so he could pull the napkin over her head too. Together the two of them lay hunkered under the napkin, not moving a muscle. I wondered if I should crawl under there with them.

The cell phone rang a third time.

I dont see a thing, Sam said to me, perplexed as hell. Like I wasnt.

Neither do I.

We both giggled with relief, thinking we had just been fooled by a four-year-old. I was about to reach out and answer the phone when, with a boom, flames suddenly gushed out of each of the four burners on the stove. The flames roared and crackled and shot all the way up to the ceiling. I clutched my heart just as Sam grabbed my arm.

Holy Christ! To this day I dont know who said it. Me or Sam.

I could feel the heat of those four towers of flame all the way across the kitchen, could see the reflection of the red streaks of fire mirrored in a dozen appliances. It was almost as if the flames were all around us, but of course, they werent. They were sure as hell shooting out of the stove, though.

Sam and I seemed to come to our senses in the same moment. He snatched Timmy off the chair, bumping the table so hard with his hip he sent Timmys milk glass crashing to the floor. I grabbed Thumper off the table, and together, Sam and I retreated to the far wall, as far from the heat as we could get. By the time we got there, the pyrotechnics were over. Pffft! Just like that and the flames were gone.

The four pillars of fire had disappeared as quickly as theyd come, and once they did, the four metal racks that covered the burners clattered back into place with a bang.

It was then that the phone rang again.

Timmy was safe in Sams arms, but maybe he wasnt feeling so safe. He had his thumb in his mouth, and his eyes were squeezed shut like he was blocking everything out. Couldnt say I blamed him.

Should I answer it? I asked Sam while glaring at the phone.

I couldnt see Sams mouth. It was buried in Timmys hair. But I heard what he said.

He said, Fuck if I know.

Timmy opened his eyes and said, Omm. Thats the really bad word.

Sam shrugged. Yeah, well. Sometimes its the only word that fits.

I picked up the cell phone with trembling fingers and stared at the face of it. Sure enough, Sallys number stared back at me. Then I lifted my eyes and glared at the stove, wondering what it would do if I answered her call. I could almost swear I heard a menacing grumble coming from the oven, but holy crap, that must have been my imagination.

I kept looking from one to the other. Stove to phone, stove to phone. And finally, when the phone rang again, I punched the disconnect button. Screw it. I hesitated for about two seconds, then went ahead and shut the phone down completely. I didnt want it to ring again. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.

Bye, Timmy said, eyes once again wide open, staring at the stove. Bye-bye, he said again with a little wave and a smile.

Apparently, Daddy was gone.





WEIRD STUFF is happening more and more. Now Ive got scorch marks on my kitchen ceiling. Whats next? Coffins popping out of the backyard? Banshees and goblins swooping in from the moors? Linda Blair twirling her head around in my sock drawer? Tell me, Sam. What the hell is next?

Sam reached over and twiddled my hair. Next we have sex.

That perked me up. Oh. Well, thats not so bad, then. I guess I can deal with that.

Sam narrowed his eyes. Youre such a romantic.

We were lying in bed. I still wore my lounging shorts, and Sam still wore his yellow rooster boxers. So when are we supposed to be having this mythical sex, then? Certainly not tonight.

No, Sam grumped. Not tonight.

We both looked down at Timmy. He was lying between us taking his half of the bed right out of the middle. Afraid to leave him on his own after what had just happened in the kitchen and reticent to tuck him into his own bed all alone, we tucked him into ours instead. Thumper too. The kid and the dog were sprawled out all over the place, and Sam and I were teetering on either edge of the queen-sized Posturepedic, miles apart from each other.

Tonight the kid was wearing SpongeBob SquarePants pajamas. I liked the rocket ships better.

I glanced at the clock. It was midnight on the button.

Sam was still reaching over Timmy so he could twiddle my hair. His voice was lazy. Maybe even a little amused, although there wasnt much humor on his face. Youre starting to believe you have a ghost on the premises. I can tell. Its finally started to soak in.

I wasnt about to argue. Thats not what bothers me.

What bothers you? he asked.

You know what bothers me, I said. I simply couldnt bring myself to say the words.

So Sam said the words for me.

You can no longer deny theres a ghost in your house. But if Timmy is correct, then its the ghost of his father. My brother. And for his father or my brother to be a ghost, that means he also has to be dead. Did I miss anything?

Yes, I said. You missed a lot.

For instance?

For instance, if Paul is dead, how did he get that way? And how, if he truly is dead, did he come to be haunting my house? He certainly didnt die here.

How do you know?

Well, we would have heard about it, dont you think?

From who?

I wasnt in the mood for pussyfooting around. Fooling around, yes. Pussyfooting around? No. Spit it out, Sam. What exactly are you trying to say?

Sam studied Timmys face to make sure he was asleep. I studied it too. We were both a bit amazed the kid could go through everything hed just gone through and still sleep like a baby. I was fairly certain I wouldnt be sleeping again until sometime around the autumnal equinox.

Convinced the kid was really asleep and not playing possum, Sam whispered, You know what Im trying to say, Jason. You cant be as dense as all that.

I groaned. Fine. I just dont want to be the first to put it into words.

What words?

You know what words. And dont try to trick me. Timmys the only one smart enough to do that on a regular basis.

And then Sam asked the last thing I expected to hear. How well do you know your sister?

I sat straight up in the bed and gazed over Timmy and Thumper into Sams wide-eyed face. He was lying there looking back at me with an innocent expression that didnt fool me one little bit. It wasnt really innocent at all. There was nothing remotely innocent about it.

Any humor I might have had concerning the situation at hand flew out the window before I could even clench my teeth.

You think Sally killed your brother.

I never said that.

Yes, you did.

I stared at Sam a moment longer before turning away and reaching out to turn off the bedside lamp.

In the dark, I turned my back on everyone: Sam, Timmy, the dog. My fears.

I punched the pillow, trying to get it where I wanted, and as soon as I was reasonably satisfied, I said, Go to sleep, Sam.

Im sorry, Sam whispered.

I sighed. Its okay. Just go to sleep.

Sam and I settled into an uneasy silence.

With Timmy and Thumper grunting and snoring and flopping around in their sleep between us and with my mind in a turmoil trying to make sense of all that was happening, it would be a long time before morning came.

It was also during that interminably long night that I realized I was in love with Sam.

Great. Now when he left, Id have a broken heart to contend with on top of everything else.


Chapter 9
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THANKS TO Jack, my sisters moronic boyfriend, and his moronic little car, the road crew was standing around twiddling their thumbs while waiting to tar the street in front of the house. They didnt seem too annoyed by the downtime. I guess road crews live for downtime.

While the road workers stood at the curb snarfing donuts and guzzling coffee, Sam and I watched through the living room window as the tow-truck driver hooked up Jacks MINI Cooper to the back of his truck. When it was safely secured, the MINI Cooper with the silly British flag on the roof was hauled off down the street without further ado. The last I saw, it was being dragged ignominiously onto Juniper Street, where it disappeared in traffic. Only then did the road crew finally go back to work.

Sams car was parked in the driveway behind my own, safe and snug.

Poor Jack, I said, all teeth, my smile so broad I could barely talk.

Sam was leaning on the windowsill beside me, looking a wee bit confused. Shouldnt you have tried to stop it?

Why? I asked. Jacks a twit. Plus he didnt leave me the car keys. What could I possibly do?

Sam smirked. You might try gloating a little less.

Harrumph. You obviously havent met my sisters lover.

Since the night the stove shot flames into the stratosphere, Sam and I had been sidestepping the subject of my sister and her possible connection to my resident ghost. One of these days, I knew we would have to talk about it. But not yet. I wasnt ready. Sam seemed willing to let me wait and stew and fret a while longer. Apparently, he had a bit of a mean streak in him. Good to know I wasnt the only one.

I gazed over at Sam now.

We had been sidestepping other subjects as well. At least, I had. I reached out now and laid my hand to the side of Sams neck just to feel his heat. He ducked his chin and gave my wrist a kiss.

Timmys asleep, he said, his voice already acquiring that husky timbre I had come to love hearing. I knew exactly what it meant. Sam knew I knew what it meant. And I knew he knew I knew he knew.

At least, I thought he knew.

What are you suggesting? I asked with a lecherous smirk. Whats on your mind?

Sam pulled me into his arms. He laid his mouth over mine until our dicks were hard beneath our clothes and we were both trembling like crazy. His tongue made a full reconnaissance of my mouthroof, tongue, teethand then it waggled its way around again for another tour. God, I loved it when his tongue did that. He stroked my back through my T-shirt. I thought he was going to pull it over my head and really get the ball rolling.

Not here, I said, jerking back. Timmys asleep upstairs. He could come down any minute.

No, Sam agreed, finding my mouth again with his lips. Talking through our kiss. Not here. In the basement.

I arched away from him a second time and did a double take. You want to fool around in the basement?

Sam blinked. Who said anything about fooling around? I want to search.

Search? Search for what?

Sam gave me a wink. I guess we wont know that until we find it.

What about fooling around?

Sam laughed. He reached down and gave my cock a squeeze. Later.

I shivered at the touch. You promise?

He smiled a gentle, sexy smile, his eyes at half-mast. Youre so cute when youre horny.

Then Im perpetually cute.

I know. Thats why I love you.

My jaw fell open, and my tongue slid all the way down my throat to my spleen. By the time I coughed it back out, Sam was gone, headed for the basement door. I wasnt sure, but I thought I heard him chuckling as he walked away.

What did he say?





SAM GAZED around the basement from the middle of the stairs. Dont you ever clean down here?

That hurt. I clomped down the stairs and peered over his shoulder. I just cleaned this shithole before you showed up unannounced on my doorstep. I was feeling a little testy. I really wanted some further clarifications on that love you remark he had made two minutes earlier. Umm. Sam, a minute ago when you said

Timmy piped up behind us. Whatcha doing?

Sam and I jumped. We whirled around and stared back up the stairs to see Timmy looking down at us from the doorway. He was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. His hair, what was left of it, was all over the place. We still hadnt resolved that problem. Maybe it really would grow out before we got around to doing something about it.

As usual, Thumper stood at Timmys feet. She was yawning and giving herself a good shake, trying to wake up. The kid was wearing her out, but obviously, she was determined to stay by his side, no matter what. I wondered if she knew something we didnt.

My cell phone chirped. I had stuffed it in my pocket earlier out of sheer habit, although I still had no intention of answering it. I ignored it as best I could. I imagined Sally was getting good and mad by now. I hadnt answered the phone for four days. I guess I dont have to explain why. She was due back into town in about ten days anyway. Id let her pound me to a pulp then. Better that than have my ghost burn the house down around our ears.

Timmy raced down the stairs, ducked between Sam and me, then leaped the last three steps onto the basement floor. Thumper whimpered at the top of the stairs, so I slogged back up to fetch her since her little arthritic legs werent up to handling stairs anymore. The dusty old blanket was still crumpled up against the wall where Timmy had left it the other day, so I plopped her down there. She immediately curled up and went to sleep.

Sam stood in the middle of the basement floor with his hands on his hips, inspecting the place while Timmy found my spider-killing hat and pulled it over his head. He set out to explore, rummaging through random boxes and peeking into corners.

How old is this house? Sam asked, looking around like a tourist.

It was built in 1923.

Wow. He sounded impressed.

Sam clucked his tongue at all the boxes and piles of junk everywhere. You ever throw anything away?

A lot of this stuff is Sallys, I said a bit defensively. Sallys and Pauls, actually. When I took over the house she asked me to store some of her things for a while because the condo she was moving into wasnt all that big. She said shed have the stuff hauled away, but she never got around to it. Or maybe she conveniently forgot. So here it still sits.

Hmm, Sam said.

He was running his hands over the brick walls that stood behind the furnace. The wall stretched from one end of the basement to the other. If this house is ninety years old, then this must not be an original wall. The bricks look too new.

I nodded. Sally and Paul did a lot of work on the house. That is one of the repairs they made. I know there were some structural problems that needed to be set right when they bought the place. Something to do with the houses foundation. That wall is part of it.

Sam gazed down. The concrete floor looks pretty new too.

Yes, I said. That was also part of the renovation.

Sam turned to me. Did you help them with the work?

I stuck my finger in my cheek in my best impersonation of a pensive Shirley Temple. Well, now let me think, Sam. Oh, yes, I remember. Your brother wasnt butch enough to deal with it or smart enough to hire a contractor, so I brought over my trusty hod and trowel, and after laying all the bricks to my satisfaction, I then poured out thirty tons of concrete and smoothed out the floor with a spatula from the kitchen. Ive always adored construction work. Havent you?

Sam cocked his head to the side and gave me a blistering moue, with just a hint of a grin tweaking the corners of his mouth. So the answer would be no, then.

Yes, I snipped. No.

Timmy snickered from somewhere under the stairs. I glanced back at him and saw he had unearthed a hockey stick from somewhere. It must have been Pauls. It sure wasnt mine.

I took advantage of the lull in the conversation to take another stab at clarifying what Sam had said upstairs. I lowered my voice so Timmy couldnt hear. Uh, remember upstairs right after you told me how cute I was? Well, pursuant to that, you said something about

The furnace is new too, he interrupted, tapping the metal side of it with his knuckles. It gave out a hollow bonking sound. Sort of like his noggin might sound if I hit it with a shovel.

I tried not to growl. I know. But about

Sam studied the raftered ceiling over his head, turning this way and that, following the lines of cables and water pipes and electrical wires heading off hither and yon to different parts of the house.

The electrical work is new too.

I heaved a sigh. Maybe if I played along, hed shut up about the house long enough for me to ask about what hed said upstairs. Yes. The wiring and all the pipes were redone before Paul and Sally bought the house from the previous tenant.

And who was the previous tenant?

I dont know. Some old lady. She had been living here for like fifty years and was too old and sick to keep the place up, so it was pretty rundown when your brother and my sister came along. But I guess they saw the houses potential, and since the old lady was ready to sell, they jumped at the chance.

Sam was in the corner now, at the end of the new brick wall. He was standing on a chair, inspecting the cable and wires running across the ceiling. Electrician at work. For some reason that turned me on, but then, not much about Sam didnt.

Sam was tapping the wall with a pen. He sounded confused. Whoever laid the brick wall did a terrible job of sealing the room around the electrical wires and pipes. The wall itself looks okay, but where it seams to the end wall and ceiling, it looks like a third-grader did it.

The walls still standing, I said. Thats good enough for me.

Sam clomped down off the chair and smiled. Youre getting mad.

No. Dis my house all you want. I lowered my voice again. The next time I get your clothes off, youre going to pay for every insult.

Sam grinned. I like the sound of that.

Talk louder! Timmy cried from the other end of the basement. I cant hear you!

Sam laughed and called back, Maybe you werent meant to!

When I turned to see where Timmy was, Sam walked up behind me and slid his arms around my waist, clasping his hands over my belly, squeezing me tight. His warm lips brushed the fuzz on the back of my neck, and a chill went up my spine.

Later, youre mine, he whispered.

I almost said, Im yours now, but bit my tongue before the words escaped. I closed my eyes, relishing the feel of his mouth on my neck, wishing it was foraging a little farther south. Wishing I could explain what he meant when he said what he said earlier. Hoping I knew. Wondering if I really did.

My cell phone chirped in my pocket.

Sam and I froze, waiting for whatever was about to happen. Would the furnace blow up? The phone start screaming and wailing again? The house be engulfed with sound? Six-foot crickets jump out of the wall?

Answer it outside, Timmy said. Maybe Daddy cant hear you there.

We stared at the kid. My God, could it really be that simple?

The phone chirped again. I could feel it vibrate against my leg.

Try it, Sam said, loosing his arms from around my waist. Go out the back door. Talk in the yard.

Not too thrilled about the idea, I decided perhaps it was worth the risk. Sally might be ready to sic the cops on me for disappearing with her child if I didnt speak to her soon.

I fished the phone out and stared at it while unlatching the security door that led to the little flight of concrete steps leading from the basement to the backyard.

Ill stay with Timmy, Sam said, watching me go.

I nodded and, blinking away the glare, stepped out into the burning sunshine. The cell phone chirped in my hand.

By the time I reached my little stand of cypress trees, which I hoped would be a safe enough distance from the house, the phone had rung twice more. Holding my breath in preparation for whatever psychic nightmare was about to befall me once I hit the receive button, I braced my feet and laid the phone to my ear.

Then with a click of my thumb, I answered the call.

To my amazement the sky didnt come crashing down upon my head. And to my further amazement, it wasnt Sally calling at all. It was Jack. And he was in a sour mood. That part wasnt much of a surprise. He was usually in a sour mood when I was around.

Its about time you answered your phone, Jason! Where the hell have you been? Sallys going apeshit!

I was in no mood to take abuse from Jack. How can you tell? Shes pretty much apeshit all the time.

His voice was cold and unamused. Answer me. Why havent you been answering your phone?

The lie came so easily I didnt even have to pause long enough to sound guilty. Theyre having a problem with telephone reception in the area. Theyre working on it, but they dont know yet what is causing it.

Thats a lie.

Prove it, I snapped back like a taunting twelve-year-old. What do you want, Jack?

Hows the kid?

Hes fine. You want to talk to him?

No.

Hows the vacation?

It sucks. Right now we just got off the train in some dump in Maine with a population of one hundred thirty-six people.

How do you know?

The fucking sign says so. So far, Ive seen two Amish families in buggies clattering down the street. Christ, what a hole. There are three buildings I can see from here, and two of them are boarded up. The other ones a church, and even it needs painting.

What are you going to do in a place like that?

Who the hell knows? Grab some sushi? Catch a musical? Go ask your sister. Shes the big tour director.

Am I actually chatting with Jack? I hate Jack.

And lest I forget, Jack hates me. As if he suddenly remembered it too, Jacks voice took a sinister turn. And if it got any more sinister, I was going to hang up on his ass.

Sally wants to know what youre talking about when you said you had a surprise for her concerning the house. Shes all worried about it. What the hell were you talking about, Rosemary, and why are you playing head games on your sister? They always filter down to me when you do that.

Good, I said. And stop calling me Rosemary, Dipshit.

What?

It was fortuitous he couldnt see the grin on my face. Never mind, I said. Bad reception, like I said.

Youre not tearing the place up, are you? Knocking out walls and stuff? Remodeling?

What I do with my own house is no ones business but my own. Let me talk to Sally.

Shes not here.

What do you mean shes not there? Theres only a hundred thirty-six people in town, and theyre all Amish. How hard could it be to find her? Shes most likely the only one not wearing a bonnet on her head.

Shes in the ladies room.

Oh, I said. I knew my sister. She could spend hours in a ladies room. Who knows doing what? After almost three weeks on the road with her, it seemed Jack had learned that fact as well.

A merry smile twisted my face. They towed your car off this morning.

What? What?

Theyre doing roadwork. You should have left me your keys.

I chewed on the heel of my hand so I wouldnt laugh out loud when Jack started cursing like a drunken sailor with Tourettes syndrome. He swore with a great deal of heart and passion. One would almost think he had been rehearsing.

Calm down, I said. Im sure they didnt dump it in the ocean. You can probably get your little toy car back at impound when you get home. May cost a few hundred bucks, but still

So then he started cursing again.

I hadnt had this much fun since summer camp in the third grade. God, I had loved those all-boy communal showers.

Well, if theres nothing else, I said, happily ignoring his tirade, Ill be toddling off. Things to see, people to do, and all that. You take care, Jack. Have fun with the Amish. You and them should get along just fine. After all, they are used to looking at horses asses all day.

You whiny little fruitcup motherfu

I tsked his bad language, then clicked off the phone with a chuckle.

God, what a beautiful day!

Of course, beautiful days never last.

And to prove it, I heard Sam calling from the basement. Jason, youd better get in here!

Now what?

It was Timmys furious howl of outrage that really got me moving.





I STUFFED my phone in my pocket as I raced across the backyard and down the short flight of steps into the basement. There was an unholy racket going on inside. It sounded like someone was beating the crap out of the place with a baseball bat.

I wasnt far wrong.

Sam stood in the center of the basement floor, waving his arms and urging me to hurry. As I drew near, he pointed to the banging noises coming from beyond the furnace in the far corner, farthest from the light.

Timmy was wielding Pauls hockey stick like he was born to it. The kid was furious. His face was red, snot was running from his nose, and he must have been almost blinded, his eyes were so filled with tears.

He was cursing up a storm too. For a four-year-old, his vocabulary was pretty extensive. And while he was cussing and dripping tears and blowing snot everywhere, he was beating the hell out of the brick wall with the hockey stick.

The head of the stick had already broken off, splintered, and was lying at my feet where it had flown across the basement after the last strike it had made against the unforgiving bricks. Timmy was down to the four-foot handle now, but he was still flailing away at the brick wall like a man on a mission. He wanted to inflict pain. He wanted that wall to bleed!

Let him go, you shitty, poopheaded, assholey Pudding Pop!

Pudding Pop?

Timmy railed on, accenting every curse with another stroke of the bat against the bricks. Let him go, dammit! Let him go. Hes lonely, you stupid bunch of ugly fucking bricks. Let him go now.

With every curse, Timmy slammed the hockey stick against the wall as hard as he could. Over and over and over again. Chips of fiberglass were flying everywhere. Already the stick was a good foot shorter than it had been when Timmy first found it among the boxes under the stairs.

Sam was frozen in place, too stunned to move, not knowing what he should be doing. I wasnt much better.

I did finally gather up enough sense to step toward the boy, cooing softly, afraid Timmy would inadvertently take my head off with the hockey stick if I moved too close. Timmy didnt look like he was tracking very well. Im not sure he saw either Sam or me standing there at all.

I squinted my eyes against the fiberglass chips still flying through the air with every stroke of the stick against the bricks. Timmy was getting tired now. He was so mad, he was sobbing. But his sobs were still interspersed with what must have been every nasty word the kid had ever heard uttered by every foul-mouthed adult he had ever run across, including me.

Poopy dickheaded mean old pile of stupid bricks! Nooooooo!

I swooped in low and fast and grabbed the hockey stick from his hands just as he was rearing back to take another swipe at the wall. I threw the stick as far away as I could and reached in to pull Timmy into my arms, shushing him, trying to get him to calm down.

But he was hysterical. Any fool could see it. He began beating at my chest as I held him in my arms. Kicking and yelling like I was the brick wall now. His tiny fists flailed at my face as he screamed unintelligible noises like a feral animal, lost and blinded in his own world of fury and choler and homicidal wrath. It was a scary thing to watch in a four-year-old. Truly horrifying.

Sam finally got his wits about him and moved in too. His face was warped with worry and fear. He looked as if he couldnt believe the things Timmy was doing, Timmy was saying. He scrambled around trying to catch Timmys hands, but the boys little fists kept pounding me, pounding me.

I could feel a rivulet of blood dribbling from my nose where Timmy had bopped me a good one. I cried out when one of his hands struck my open eye. I turned away, and Timmy almost ripped my ear off in his anger, crying louder now. Keening in misery and fury and helplessness. Screaming at the top of his voice. Wailing.

Shush now. Shush, Timmy. Stop. Stop. Sam tried to soothe the boy, holding Timmys hands in his own now, protecting me from the blows, fighting with Timmy to make him quiet down.

Timmy was no longer cursing; he was simply crying like his heart was broken. He threw his head back as I held him in my arms, and while Sam clutched his hands to keep them still, Timmy bellowed out a scream of frustration and rage that almost broke my heart.

Sam and I were both making soothing noises now. Trying to calm the boy. Trying to bring him down from whatever horrible place he was in. That place no four-year-old should ever find himself inhabiting. Filled with a wrath no child should ever have to experience. Should never even know existed.

While Sam still clutched Timmys tiny fists, holding them close to his heart, I pulled them both, Timmy and Sam, into my arms, and together Sam and I put our heads against Timmys and continued to mutter calming words, make soothing sounds.

Slowly, his fury dwindled. His breathing slowed. His eyes, red and strained from weeping, gradually turned away from his own fury. He seemed to close down upon himself. Like a sheet of paper, crumpling up all by itself, getting smaller and smaller.

In a meek voice, Timmy sputtered, My hands hurt.

Sam loosened his grip on the boys fists, and looking down, we both realized Timmys hands were scratched and torn from wielding the battered hockey stick. Sam didnt want to hurt him any more than he was already hurt. He kissed each hand gently and blew on them to ease the pain.

Timmy watched Sam minister to his wounded hands. Still trembling in my arms, exhausted, his anger finally spent, Timmy dropped his head to my shoulder and shuddered. All the while, Sam soothingly stroked his back and I kissed his hair and whispered gentle, meaningless phrases into Timmys ear. Slowly, the boy relaxed. We held him close and safe between us as his breathing deepened.

When we thought he was asleep, Timmy surprised us both by lifting his head and looking me squarely in the eye.

Sam froze when Timmy uttered the words, Poor Daddy.

Sam and I stared into each others eyes as Timmy burrowed his face into my neck once again. Slowly, we turned to face the silent wall of bricks behind us.


Chapter 10
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OUCH, I said. And to take my mind off the pain of Sam dabbing at my bloody nose with a fistful of tissues, I observed, You always seem to be doctoring me up. Wonder why that is?

I guess its because you never know when to duck. Sam winced even more than I did when I squeezed my eyes shut at his latest attempt to stem the bleeding from my poor battered honker. Im sorry, but he really nailed you. Just think. My boyfriend clocked by a four-year-old. Tilt your head back.

Am I? I asked with a little intake of breath, dutifully tipping my head back.

Are you what? Clocked?

No. Your boyfriend.

Sam stopped what he was doing and waited for me to open my eyes all the way and look at him.

Jason, weve been sleeping together for three weeks. I like being around you. I dig the hell out of having sex with you. I get a funny feeling inside when I think of you.

I felt tears coming to my eyes, and this time they werent tears of pain. I imagined a wondrous expression crawling across my face. You get a funny feeling inside when you think of me?

Judging by the tender way Sam looked at me, my imagined expression of wonder must not have been too far off the mark. Yes, he said, dabbing more gently at my nose. And I dont think its a tapeworm. What do you feel when you think of me?

I considered that. Im not sure. I never seem to be not thinking of you.

Sam smiled and stopped tormenting my poor nose. Really?

Uh-huh. And I like being around you too.

What about the sex part? he asked.

I dragged his hand to my crotch and rested it on the rather substantial (if I say so myself) hard-on residing there. When he felt it beneath his hand, his eyes opened wider. I have one of those every time youre within twenty feet of me, Sam. Even when Im wounded. Like now.

Sam fought back a smile. Well, that cant be normal. Wounded people almost never get erections.

Tell me about it.

We both turned at the sound of a bedspring squeaking. It came through the baby monitor sitting on the kitchen counter. We froze in place, listening for any further noises, but aside from Timmys faint breathing and Thumpers not-so-faint snoring, we heard nothing more. We had treated the cuts on Timmys hands with antiseptic and Band-Aids. He had sat through the procedure more stoically than I was doing now. If he could sleep, apparently his hands were no longer hurting. That was a relief to know.

Sam and I slowly turned our attention back to each other.

I waited until our eyes and minds were solely centered one on the other. No Timmy, no Thumper, no annoying ghost gumming up the works.

I cleared my throat. Do you remember what you told me this afternoon?

A teeny smile played at his mouth. Yes, Jason. I remember.

My heart lurched inside my chest. II wonder if youd mind saying it again.

Would you like me to? Sams look was solicitous and kind. There was no mockery in it. He wasnt toying with me. He was speaking from the heart. I could see it in the warmth of his eyes, in the considerate tilt of his head.

Yes, I muttered, barely able to get the word out. Please. Say the words again.

Sam reached out and rested his warm palm against my cheek. With his other hand, he pushed his hair off his face and dragged his chair a couple of inches closer. When he was as close as he could get, he centered every ounce of attention on me. As he spoke, he slid his thumb across my lips. His fingertips lay warm and gentle against my ear.

Im crazy about you, he said. God help me, I am. I want to be with you all the time. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night, and just knowing youre lying there next to me in the bed makes my heart flutter. The first time it happened, I thought I was having a stroke or something. Now I know its just… well… love. Thats what being in love feels like. I know that now. And I like the feeling, Jason. I like it a lot. Ive never really known it before. Not like this.

I was speechless, watching him, listening to him. I leaned my head into his hand to better feel his palm against my skin. He was so handsome, sitting there across from me, our knees touching, his face all somber and sincere, blurred to within an inch of its life because of the tears floating in my eyes. My pulse was thundering in my head, my poor heart putting in overtime what with all the emotions raging through me. I hoped my heart would survive the surge. I had a feeling I was going to need it.

Say something, Sam sighed. Tell me what youre thinking.

I leaned forward and scooped him into my arms. I pressed my lips to his neck and closed my eyes as his arms came up to circle me and draw me close.

The words were the easiest I had ever spoken. Im crazy about you too, Sam. I think Ive known it since the day you arrived. His strong arms pulled me nearer. I could feel his heart hammering next to mine. His breath was sweet and warm on my face. The first time we made love, I knew I was lost. Im putty in your hands, you know. Whatever you want me to be, Ill be. Whatever you ask me to do, Ill do. Ive never felt this way before either. I dont know what Im going to do when you

When I what? Sam urged me gently. When I what, Jason?

And these were the hardest words Id ever spoken. When you leave.

I could feel Sam smile against my skin. His hand came up, and he buried his fingers in my hair, holding me close. He pressed his cheek, stubbly for want of a shave, against my own. I could smell the heated scent of him. I breathed it in, never able to get enough. Always wanting more.

Then he said the words I would never forget.

Im not going anywhere. I already told my parents I was relocating to San Diego. If you didnt want me, I figured I would annoy you until you did. Youd have to give in sooner or later. I can be pretty stubborn when I want to be. But maybe I wont have to do all that. Maybe youre willing to love me back already. There was hope in his words, and there was a prayer there too, I think.

If it was a prayer, it was my own. And Sam had just answered it.

I am willing, Sam. In fact, Im already lost. I dont want you to just live in the same city I live in. I couldnt stand it. I want you to live here with me.

For the first time, a troubled look dimmed his eyes. He pulled away just enough to be able to gaze into my face.

I didnt come here to fall in love, you know. I came to do something else.

I nodded. You came to find out what happened to your brother.

Yes. And now I think I know.

No, you dont. Youre wrong. I know what youre thinking, and youre wrong.

Sam offered up a sad smile. I hope I am. Will you let me at least try to learn the truth? Will you not stand in my way while I try to do that?

Was I willing to let Sam learn the truth about his brothers disappearance? No matter what the truth might end up being? I had to think about that for a second. But only a second. For Timmys sake, there was really only one decision I could make. In my heart I knew that much to be true. Come what may, it was Timmy who mattered above everythingand everyoneelse.

Of course, I said. We owe it to that boy upstairs to find out what really happened to his dad. We owe him… the truth. Whatever it turns out to be.

Sams eyes drifted to the ceiling, up to where Timmy lay sleeping, peaceful and serene with his best friend, Thumper, snoozing at his side. Ten feet above our heads. After the day hed had, I was astounded he could sleep at all. But the recuperative powers of a four-year-old must be infinitely greater than those of an adult.

Sam continued to stare at the ceiling. When he spoke, his voice was sad. I think Timmy already knows what happened, Jason.

I followed where Sam was looking. And what had been a heart full of love and happiness, turned in an instant to a heart full of fear. And dread.

Yes, I said. Im afraid he does.





EVEN WITH everything else going on around us, Sam and I found a way to slip away into our own private moment. We had to.

Naked and hard, we lay in each others arms on my bed. The bedroom door was locked. The lights were on. Timmy and Thumper were still sleeping soundly in Timmys bedroom down the hall. I could hear their gentle nighttime noises coming through the monitor on the nightstand. I was growing used to that sound. I liked falling asleep with Timmys soft, childlike snore as a backdrop. I wondered how I would be able to sleep without it once Timmy was gone.

But maybe Sam would take my mind off that.

Sams warm hands stroked my back as he pulled me ever closer into his arms. I felt his fingers playing with the little patch of man-fuzz situated at the base of my spine, just above my ass. He seemed to like that spot.

My hands were similarly occupied, one kneading Sams lean hip, the other resting snugly on his firm little butt. My index finger was tucked innocently into the crack of his ass, just lying there, all comfy and cozy. I was too wrapped up in the words we were speaking to really get any more invasive than that. Sometimes words mean more than actions.

Although the action was coming up, and we both knew it. I smiled at the thought.

Have you quit your job back in Tucson? I asked.

Sam sighed. Not yet. Maybe tomorrow.

Okay.

Our foreheads touched. His lips brushed my nose in a gentle kiss.

Ouch, I said, making him grin.

Your sisters going to be furious that you let me in.

I groaned. I know. Shell just have to get over it. I saw my sisters face in my mind. Remembered how she had looked as a child. How we fought. Continually. You cant really believe Sally hurt your brother, can you, Sam? You cant really believe she But I couldnt finish the sentence. I just couldnt. The words sounded too alien in my mouth. Too… ridiculous.

Sam didnt seem overly fond of hearing them either. I dont know what to think. No, I guess I dont really believe it. But I havent heard any other theories, have you? Sam pulled back from my arms just a couple of inches, just enough to be able to focus on my face and for me to focus on his. But I do know one thing, Jason. Paul would not have walked away from his family. His wife, his son. Our parents. Me. He wouldnt have done it. That sort of cold cruelty wasnt in him. It just wasnt.

I know, I said soothingly, pulling Sam back to me, bringing his body snug against my own where it had been before. I guess I never really believed it either. When you find out youre wrong about Sally, though, Id like to hear you say the words. Okay?

Sam nodded. Yes. Ill be more than happy to.

Good, then.

We let the silence move in. Pushing thoughts of evil away, I savored once again the astonishing feel of Sams body pressed to mine. Our cocks lay rigid, side by side. His hard knees were pressed tight against my own. Our thighs lay snug, warm, the hair on our legs scraping together, feeling both crisp and soft at the same time. And sexy. Sexy as hell. While I closed my eyes to concentrate on just how wonderful it felt to hold Sam in my arms, his lips alit on mine, his eyelashes brushed my face. The tip of his tongue slid over my mouth, and I parted my lips to let him in.

As if he couldnt bear not to, Sam arched his back, pressing his cock more firmly against my own. I shivered at the feel of it, at the urgency of his need to be closer. The heel of his hand dipped between my ass cheeks. I folded my leg up to open myself wider, and Sam slid his fingertip over my opening. He immediately withdrew his finger and slipped it into his mouth to apply moisture.

Wet now, his finger returned to where it was before, and with the saliva as a lubricant, he stroked my anus ever so gently, circling the opening, teasing me, smiling at my shudders of delight. I slipped my hand down between us and cradled his cock with my fingers. It was engorged and hungry. At my touch, he drove it harder into my fist.

I brushed his slit with my thumb and spread the drop of moisture I found there across the head of his dick. Now it was his turn to shudder.

He pushed his finger more urgently against my opening, and I sucked in a little breath of air. Yes, I whispered.

Again, Sam pulled his finger away and dipped it into his mouth. Wetter now, he reapplied it to my opening, and almost immediately, it wormed its way inside. I gasped at the heavenly sensation. He laid his lips over my mouth while sliding his finger deeper into me. Gently, oh so gently, he eased it all the way inside. Slowly, almost languorously, he began to move his finger. In and out. I arched my back and opened my mouth against Sams kiss, pushing my own tongue into him now. Tasting him. Drinking him in as his finger brought me ever closer to that place where I knew only one thing could make me happier.

Fuck me, Sam, I muttered against his mouth. Fuck me. Please.

I opened my eyes to look at him. His face was red, he was so turned on. His mouth was moist where our lips had fed from each other. He slid his other arm out from under me and coaxed me down onto the bed beside him, face down. Rising to his knees, and with his finger still deep inside me, he brushed his lips along my spine, working his way down while his finger once again began to move.

I buried my face in the pillow and surrendered completely to the feelings rushing through me. I was so hungry for him to be inside me, all of him inside me, that I let out a tiny sob before I even knew it was coming.

When he pressed his lips to the little patch of hair at the base of my spine, I smiled. When his tongue slid through the hair in my ass crack, I raised my hips just enough to let him know he was welcome there.

When he eased his finger from my opening and replaced it with his hot, eager tongue, I cried out and clutched the sheets in my hand as I opened my legs wider.

His mouth on my ass was the most incredible sensation I had ever felt. He licked and kissed and slurped his way around my opening until I was about to fly off the bed. Then, when he inserted two fingers into me and slowly buried them to the hilt, I could stand it no more.

Without turning my head, I fumbled my hand into the nightstand drawer beside me, fished a fistful of condoms out of the mess, and tossed them over my shoulder at him.

Sam laughed. Im not Superman, you know. One is sufficient. Got any lubricant?

I found that and threw it over my shoulder too. Oh God, Sam. Hurry. I had my ass in the air now, waiting for what I knew was coming, so turned on I had to grip my own cock in my fist as I waited.

Apparently, Sam wasnt in the mood for wasting time either. I heard foil tear, followed by a tense moment of silence while, I assumed, he was rolling the condom down over his cock, and then came the cool feel of lubricant pouring across my hole. He spread it around with his thumb, then once again dipped his fingers inside me until I gasped. I felt the bed move as Sam placed himself on his knees behind me, right where he wanted to be. His strong hands gripped my legs and spread them wider. I heard him mutter Beautiful, just as he positioned his hairy legs more solidly between my own.

Once there, he bent over me and pressed his mouth to the nape of my neck. With his lips on my skin, he whispered, Are you ready, baby?

I couldnt speak; I could only nod. I reached around behind me and grabbed his hip, pulling him close. Begging.

Immediately, I felt the firm head of his cock pressed to my opening, and as his lips found my ear and began licking at it like a kid with a lollipop, I relaxed my sphincter and welcomed Sams dick inside me. Well lubricated, he slid into me with one fluid motion, and before I could even cry out, his cock was buried to the hilt.

Motionless, he hovered over me, into me. He waited as I grew accustomed to his length, his girth. His cock remained as still and hard as stone until I made the first move. When I began to rock my hips against him, dragging myself away, then swallowing him up again as I pushed myself back, he slowly began to respond with movements of his own.

Oh, yeah, Sam. Fuck me.

I love you, he whispered in my ear. Your ass feels amazing.

I nodded, again speechless. His cock filled me to the brim. I felt impaled. My legs trembled around his and his mouth continued to tease my ear as I moved my hips faster, pulling away from the piercing, then pushing my ass back to slip it over his cock like a sheath until he was once again buried inside me as deep as he could go.

Sams movements grew more frantic as his cock plowed into me over and over and over again. Still on his knees, he was upright behind me now, his hands at my hips holding me in place, my ass slapping against his crotch. The bed was squeaking. I was on my knees before him with my head against the wall as he plowed into me with his cock.

My own dick was hot and hard and dripping like a leaky faucet. I didnt want to come yet, but I didnt have the willpower to stop pumping it as Sam fucked me harder and harder.

Suddenly he froze, motionless, with his cock buried all the way inside me. He ever so slowly eased it out until only his glans remained inside me, then he lazily slid back through the ring of muscle that guarded my core until I felt his pubic hair pressed against my ass. Slowly, he repeated the movement. In and out. Over and over and over again.

He whispered in my ear. Come for me. Come for me while Im inside you. Stroke yourself, Jason. Come for me. He slid his hand beneath me and cupped my balls as his cock kept sliding in and out of me with that excruciating slowness.

When his fingers brushed the base of my cock, I bit into the pillow and gasped.

His fingers slid up my shaft and circled the head of my dick. He squeezed me there, once, and suddenly, I knew it was over.

I cried out as my semen shot from me, soaking Sams hand, filling his fist. Jet after jet of hot come tore out of me, and he stroked and prodded and teased me until every drop was spilled.

And only then did his cock begin to move again inside me.

His come-soaked hand slid around to my face and pressed itself to my mouth. I could feel my own semen in his caress, and when Sam drove his cock ever harder into my ass, he worked his fingers into my mouth, and then I tasted my semen too. It was sweet against my tongue. Sweet and thick.

At that moment, Sam pulled his dick from my ass and flipped me over onto my back. He crawled higher over my body until his balls were on my chest, then he tore away the condom and gripped his dick in his hand. I reached up and stroked his chest, and the moment I touched his nipples, he came.

I begged for what he was offering, and he positioned himself so that his sperm spilled over my face. Across my lips, into my hair, over my cheek. He stroked his cock until he was drained, all the while cupping my chin as he slid his dick across my face, his come puddling on my skin.

I looked up at Sam hovering over me. His head was thrown back, the tendons in his neck tight, his eyes closed. A few seconds later, he opened his eyes and gazed down at me.

He smiled a weak smile. And when he did, I shivered again.

He collapsed onto me and buried my mouth beneath his. I circled Sam with my arms and held him tight.

Thank you, he mumbled over my mouth.

And I smiled beneath him, our faces soaked in his come, our hearts pattering down to a quieter rhythm.

I think its time to wash these sheets, he said. And maybe take a shower. What do you think?

I laughed.

Sam. My Sam.





IT WAS Saturday morning. Timmy was eating cold cereal and eggs and watching classic cartoons on the tiny portable TV I kept in the kitchen. He set his spoon down between every bite because, even two days after he tried to pound the bejesus out of the basement wall with his fathers hockey stick, Timmys hands were still sore.

The boys hair was shorn off to practically nothing. It was the only way the barber could repair the damage Timmy had inflicted on his head with my sideburn trimmers. Since the buzz cut made Timmys largish ears stand out like sails, I began to understand why Sally had always insisted on keeping his hair long. When the barber apologized to Sam and me for making the kid look like Dobby, the house elf in the Harry Potter movie, even Timmy had laughed. He thought it was great. He loved Dobby.

Sam and I sat on the sofa in the living room where we could watch Timmy and still speak out of earshot if we conversed quietly. We were sipping coffee, and Sams hand was on my knee. My hand, the one I wasnt using to hold my coffee cup, rested over Sams. I was enjoying the hell out of being in love, and Im pretty sure Sam was too, but at the moment, we had other matters to discuss.

Sam was trying to convince me of everything he himself was absolutely certain of. Im afraid it was a bit of an uphill battle for the poor guy. I was not going softly into that good night.

You have to agree, he tried again, that your house is haunted.

Maybe.

He glared at me, and I made a great show of cowering beneath his gaze, like a serf avoiding the masters whip.

When he didnt appear amused, I capitulated, Okay. Fine. Yes. My house is haunted. I think.

And you have to agree that it seems to be my brother whos doing the haunting. Why else would Timmy continually call the ghost Daddy? Why else would the haunting only have started after Timmy arrived on the scene for a four-week stay?

It was hard to argue with facts, but I was doing my best to do exactly that. I didnt like where this conversation was obviously headed. I suppose, I admitted grudgingly.

Sam grinned. God, youre stubborn. You suppose? Jason, the ghost has made its presence known because thats the ghosts son sitting in there chomping down on Count Chocula and watching Bugs Bunny cartoons. You have to believe that, or nothing else makes any sense at all.

Well….

Sam waved his hand in front of his face like he was swatting away a fly. Lets move on. You also have to agree that when the ghost interacts with Timmy alone, he does it in a way that is fun for the boy. The wind in Timmys bedroom is a case in point. Its like theyre playing games. Yes? I imagine the ghost even switched off the basement light like you told me he did before I arrived only to amuse Timmy by startling you.

Seemingly.

Sam lifted his hand from mine and wiped his face in frustration. Sort of like Moe Howard of the Three Stooges just before he got a finger in the eye from Curly. I tried not to laugh.

He placed his hand back on mine and faced me with a renewed burst of patience. At least, I think it was patience. It might have been a dawning urge to kill. Who knows? His absolute determination to remain calm and not knock my block off, which would probably have been his first choice, made his face look saintly. The man was amazing. I would have shot me by now.

Conversely, Jason, when Sally calls, the ghost throws a bit of a tantrum. Would you agree with that assessment?

Theres no empirical evidence of any such occurrence.

What do you call the screaming phone and the towers of flame shooting out of the stove?

Utilities glitches?

Do you ever want to have sex with me again?

I blinked. Yes. And soon.

Good. Then try to focus. The ghost obviously hates Sally. Why do you suppose that would be? Could it be because Sally did something to the ghost to piss him off while he was still alive?

It doesnt necessarily mean

Doesnt necessarily mean what, Jason? Id like to hear you say the words.

Okay, Sam, Ill say them. It doesnt necessarily mean it was Sally that made our ghost… a ghost.

The ghost has a name and you know it perfectly well. Sam clutched my hand in a grip that almost made me wince. I tried to pull away, but he wouldnt let me go. His name is Paul. And Paul is dead right now, and for some reason, hes haunting this house, and Id bet everything I own that your sister had something to do with that fact. If she didnt kill him herself, she must know something about it. She must know enough to at least make Paul mad that she hasnt done anything to bring his killer to justice. Thats if

Thats if what?

Sam frowned as his eyes burned into mine. Thats if she didnt kill him herself.

Now it was my turn to frown. As much as I love you, Sam, and as much as she sometimes irks me so badly I want to kill her myself, I would really rather you not call my sister a murderer. As far as I know, she and Paul had the perfect marriage. She would have no reason in the world to kill him. It seems to me if there were any underhanded dealings going on inside their marriage, they were being perpetrated by Paul. After all, in spite of all your circumstantial evidence to the contrary, the only fact we know to be an absolute truth is that Paul is no longer around. He left her. He. Left. Her. You say he did that because she killed him. But wheres your proof? And if the house is indeed haunted, the only reason we think its your brother whos doing the haunting is because a four-year-old calls the ghost Daddy. Did it ever occur to you Timmy could be wrong?

No, Sam said. Not for a second.

And what about the fact that Timmy went berserk with the hockey stick, not when Sally called, but when Jack did. You have to admit Jack has nothing to do with all this.

Sam took a cue from my playbook. Seemingly, he said.

And by the way, I asked, just what prompted Timmy to start flailing away at the basement wall anyway? Did he hear voices behind the wall? Is that what made him react the way he did? What started the whole thing? You were in the basement with him. I wasnt. What set him off?

Sam thought about it. Im not sure. One minute he was playing under the stairs, having fun and rooting around among all the junk, and the next minute he was banging away at the wall with the hockey stick and crying and cussing up a storm. There didnt seem to be anything that set him off. It just… happened.

I yelled into the kitchen. Timmy! Why did you try to knock down my wall? What were you mad about?

Timmy waited until the cartoon hit a slow point before deigning to answer. Around a mouthful of cereal, he called back, Daddy wanted to play hockey with me, but he couldnt get out. It made him sad.

Sam butted in. He yelled out, So Daddys behind that wall?

Sometimes, Timmy said. Sometimes hes behind other walls. Ooh, theres Yosemite Sam!

I patted Sams arm. My Sam. Not Yosemites. Let the kid be. Let him eat. I got my answer. Id rather he didnt hear anything else were talking about.

Sam nodded. All right.

We thought about things for a moment.

In other words, Sam said, his voice once again lowered so Timmy couldnt overhear. At any given time, Paul could be anywhere in the house. That doesnt help us much, I guess. Like I said, its all happenstance.

None of it helps us much, I said over the wail of Yosemite Sam whooping and hollering and bitching that his biscuits were burning. And about these episodes that supposedly take place when Sally phones? Dont you think maybe they could all be simply coincidences? Just… you know… like you said… happenstance?

Sam gaped at me as if I had just popped up out of the ground like a tulip. Happenstance? Lets do a test, he said. Get your phone. Call your sister. Call her right now. Lets see how your resident ghost reacts.

Id rather not, I said.

Why? You afraid hell burn down the house?

No.

Yes, you are. And he grinned. So am I.

I decided it was time to call Sams bluff. If youre so convinced that Sally killed your brother, maybe you should call the police and tell them. See what they have to say about your little theory.

Sam looked none too pleased by my suggestion. His whispering was more of a hiss now. A frustrated hiss. I cant call the police. I dont have any evidence.

Like I said, Sam.

Yes, Jason. Like you said. But I still think something happened here. Something… wrong.

It took a whole lot of soul-searching before I could face the fact that I agreed with what he said. But I did agree. With an ache in my heart, I finally admitted it. To myself and to Sam. I know, babe. Something did happen here. Something wrong. Not what you think happened, but something. Proving it, however, is another matter.

Sams sadness matched my own. But we can try, cant we? We cant just let it go.

No, I said, looking away, lost in my own thoughts. Thoughts of childhood. Thoughts of family. No, we cant just let it go.

Sam stroked my hand. Im sorry, he said, and I nodded.

For some minutes now, another question had been bothering me. I decided to air it out. Like dirty laundry. All those hushed conversations you carry on behind your bedroom door, Sam. Whats that all about? I presume youre speaking to your parents. After all, the business of finding your brother is truly the only business you came to San Diego to transact. Right?

Yes.

Are you here at their bidding, or did you decide to come on your own?

It was my decision, but they didnt argue. They want the mystery cleared up as much as I do.

Do your parents think Sally killed their son?

Sam let his eyes wander to Timmy, who was howling like a coyote. Now he was watching a Road Runner cartoon. They try not to believe it. Believing it would force them to concede that Paul is dead. Theyre not ready to do that yet.

The sound of an explosion erupted from the kitchen TV. Wile E. Coyote never did know how to handle explosives.

Ghosts only haunt the place where they died, Sam offered up, seemingly for me to do with the information whatever I chose.

What I chose to do was smirk. Theres no proof that ghosts exist at all.

Sam gave me a cockeyed glare. Then how do you explain the fact that youve got one?

For some moments, an odd voice had been tapping at my subconscious. It was coming from the kitchen. Sam seemed to suddenly notice it too.

Together, we turned our heads to gaze through the kitchen door. Timmy had left the table and was now standing in front of the little twelve-inch TV perched on the countertop. He was on tiptoe, hanging on to the counter by his chin and fingertips, mesmerized by what was taking place on the screen in front of him. He still had his spoon in his hand. Thumper was at his feet. We couldnt see what was on the screen because Timmys poor shorn head was blocking the way.

I held my breath to listen.

That voice. I knew that voice. But it was speaking in a way I had never heard it speak before. The cadence was all wrong. The nasal twang it usually carried was lowered, the voice deeper, quieter. Conspiratorial. It was whispering.

Sam and I moved as one. We eased our coffee cups down on the table and rose to our feet. Side by side, we skulked silently toward the kitchen. Sams hand was on my shoulder, his fingers tense against my skin, gripping me, almost dragging me down as if he wanted me to stop. But we kept walking. We couldnt not keep walking.

At the door, our line of sight was high enough for us to look over Timmys head. We could see what the kid was staring at.

It was Bugs Bunny. His fuzzy face almost filled the screen. Behind him, we could see glimpses of the Road Runner cartoon still playing out silently in the background.

Bugs was whispering quietly to Timmy. It took me a minute to accept the concept of a cartoon character whispering directly to anybody in the real world, but Jesus, there was no getting around the fact that that was exactly what was happening. While Bugs quietly spoke, with his big bunny eyes focused on the boy in front of him, Timmy nodded his head, as if understanding everything the rabbit was saying. The absolute impossibility of what was happening didnt seem to bother Timmy at all. He accepted it all with the unerring trust and unwavering innocence of a child.

Which was more than I could do. In fact, it was now my turn to do the bewildered Moe Howard face swipe. I think I did two of them.

Sam was standing stunned beside me, whispering the same words over and over again. Holy shit holy shit holy shit.

It was almost funny. Then the rabbits whispered words began soaking into my head, and suddenly, it wasnt funny anymore.

Sleep in your uncle Sams room tonight, Bugs was saying. Dont go back to your room at all, Timmy. Youre not safe there. Promise me.

Timmy nodded, for all the world like he spoke to cartoon characters every day of the week. Okay. Ill sleep in Sams bed. Hey, wheres Elmer Fudd? I like Elmer.

Bugs ignored the question. He pulled a carrot from somewhere off screen and took a bite out of it as his eyes skidded over the top of Timmys head and landed on Sam and me. His Mel Blanc voice spoke the exact words I expected to hear.

Whats up, Doc? the rabbit asked. But there was no humor on the face. The eyes were cold, the voice almost an accusation.

Half in shock, I lifted my hand in a mind-fucked show of greeting, all rendered in slow motion like I was high on downers or something. Uh… hi.

Holy shit holy shit holy shit, Sam muttered beside me.

Bugs stared from me to Sam, then back again. Keep the boy safe, he said. Dont let him back in his room. Make him sleep in Sams. Not your room, not his room, but Sams. Lock him in if you have to.

I nodded. All… all right.

Sam seemed suddenly to have found his voice. He took a step closer to the screen. His hand was still on me, as if he needed the touch to anchor himself to what little bit of sanity he had left.

Paul? he asked, his voice a mere quiver of sound. Is that you?

The rabbit simply stared back, noisily chewing his carrot. His big cartoony eyes shifted to Sam, then back to me. His whiskers twitched. A moment later, his eyes fell on Timmy once again.

Finish your breakfast, Bugs said, his white fuzzy cheeks growing fat as he offered up a huge bucktoothed smile. And be nice to your uncles. Theyre having a hard time keeping up.

Timmy laughed a tinkling little laugh. I know. Theyre kind of slow. They love each other. Maybe thats why.

Bugs nodded. Maybe it is. They love you too, you know. Youre theirs now. Dont drive them crazy.

Timmy laughed again. Youre my favorite movie star, Timmy said.

Aw, shucks, kid. And Bugs Bunnys face slowly filled from the neck up with a cherry red glow. A fat cartoony fuse sprouted from the top of his head, smoking and shooting out sparks, burning down toward the base of his ears. When the fuse disappeared in a tiny puff of smoke, there was a moment of silence before Bugss head expanded like a blowfish, his eyes bugged out, and his cheeks puffed up. And just as quickly as it had poofed up, Bugss head shrank back to normal bunny size. For a second his eyes were pinwheels, happily twirling in his head. Smoke came out of his ears. Then he laughed his rabbity laugh and took another bite of carrot.

Does your head hurt? You want an aspirin? Timmy asked, his face fraught with worry.

Heck no! Bugs exclaimed, chewing and chomping on the carrot and whapping himself in the side of the head with a big white paw. That felt good! Ooh. And I like your haircut, Doc. You look a little like ol Elmer yourself.

Goody, Timmy laughed, clapping his hands. But even a face-to-face encounter with Mr. Bunny himself couldnt keep Timmy enthralled for long. He wiggled his fingers in farewell and said, Im gonna go eat now. My cereals getting soggy. Dropping down off his tiptoes, he headed back to the table to finish his breakfast as if nothing at all out of the ordinary had just transpired. Bugs watched him go, then turned his eyes back to Sam and me.

Be careful, Docs. And keep Timmy away from his room.

Why? Sam asked.

Bugss eyes narrowed. He curled his lip and emitted a tiny growl. Just do it.

Stunned and speechless, Sam and I could only nod. Okay, we muttered in unison. Tweedledee and Tweedledum.

Bugss face softened. He gave us a wink, a friendly finger wiggle of good-bye, not unlike Timmys, and then he was gone with a cheery, Woohoo!

The sound came up on the Road Runner cartoon just as Coyote tumbled through a cumulus cloud with an anvil in his arms, leaving a tiny coyote-shaped puff of dust behind in midair as he headed for the desert floor a mile below.

Crunching another mouthful of Count Chocula, Timmy giggled when Coyote landed with a tiny, distant thud.

Sam turned to me. The expression on his face wouldnt have been out of place posted in the dictionary alongside the entry for shell-shocked.

What the hell was that? he asked.

Timmy turned to us, all smiles and good cheer. I like this channel. Is there any more cereal?


Chapter 11
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WE STOOD on the service porch, looking through the basement door like a couple of tourists. I dont know what we thought we were going to see. Finished with his breakfast, Timmy was upstairs getting dressed.

Bugs is a personable guy for a rabbit.

Shut up, Sam.

Hes over seventy years old, you know. He looks good for being over seventy. Dont you think he looks good for being over seventy?

Please shut up, Sam.

I wonder why he doesnt want Timmy to sleep in his room?

Now that was the real question, wasnt it? Unfortunately, I didnt have any answers. I could only shrug. I was still brain-dead from everything that had just transpired. Id never look at Bugs Bunny the same again. I suspected neither would Sam. At the moment, I wouldnt even trust the Road Runner as far as I could throw him.

Sam wasnt finished. And what did he mean when he said the boy belongs to us now?

I shook my head and shrugged. It was all I was capable of. Besides, I didnt know the answer to that question either. Why make an ass of myself by pretending I did?

Sam seemed to have a million questions. I always thought Timmy was safe in this house. I thought Pauls ghost would protect him, didnt you? But maybe theres some danger after all. What do you think? Bugs told Timmy to stay away from his room. He told us we might even need to lock him into my bedroom at night. I wonder why. Huh?

I dont know, Sam. I dont have any more answers than you do. Maybe we should take the boy out of the house completely. The three of us could get a motel room some

No way. Im not leaving. You can take Timmy and go if you want, but Im staying. I have to find out what happened here. I mean, if youll let me. After all, its your house. We took a step closer to the door and gazed down the basement steps. All we could see was darkness. I still didnt know what we thought we were looking for.

Sam faced me, gripping my shoulders. He lowered his voice. Jason, I trust what Bugswhat my brother just told the boy. Timmy will be safe. Well watch him like a hawk during the day, and at night, hell sleep in my bed. Im sleeping with you anyway. Dont go to a motel. Both of you stay here. All right? Timmy will be safe. I know he will. Between you, me, and Paul, we wont let anything happen to him. Together, well get it all sorted out once and for all.

I admire your passion and persistence, Sam, but I dont know what you think well be able to sort out.

He tore his eyes from mine and peered down the steps again. Actually, neither do I.

I hated asking my next question. It made me feel like a traitor to my family, to my… sister. But somebody had to ask it. Do you think we should call the police?

Sam gawked at me for a moment, then threw his head back and laughed. He wasnt faking it either. It was an honest-to-God belly laugh.

When he regained control of himself, he wiped happy tears off his face and pulled me into his arms. Youre a funny guy, Jason. Maybe thats why I love you.

While I adored being in Sams arms and listening to him say he loved me, I could live without the sarcasm.

Faintly, I could hear Timmy moving around in the upstairs bathroom.

I leaned in to whisper in Sams ear. And here all this time I thought you loved me for my dick.

That too, he whispered back, brushing my mouth with his lips. And your ass is rather likeable as well. But as for calling the cops, I think Ill let you handle that by yourself if thats the route you want to take. Id rather you be the one to explain to them why you think your house is haunted and why the lights go on and off all by themselves and why your stove thinks its a flame thrower and why your phone wails like an ambulance every time your sister calls and why Bugs Bunny talks to us directly from the TV like a smarmy televangelist trying to save our miserable souls.

I considered all that. Hmm. Yes. I see your point. Maybe I should forget about the cops.

Sam didnt sound surprised. I thought you might.

We heard a rumble in the darkness below. Or was it a growl?

A chill shot up my spine.

I quickly closed the basement door and latched it shut. Taking a step back, I gave Sam an embarrassed glance. Just closing the door is all. Im not scared or anything.

N-no, of course not, Sam stammered. Whats to be scared about? Just a little noise.

We eyed the basement door for a couple of beats, then Sam cleared his throat.

Is it too early for a drink? I think maybe Id like to have a drink. Unless you think its too early for a drink. It was seven thirty in the morning.

Not at all, I said. A drink sounds great. A beer okay?

You bet. Maybe even two.

Two it is.

We headed for the fridge.





TIMMY AND I were just back from walking (and carrying) Thumper around the neighborhood. We traipsed through the house looking for Sam. When we finally found him, he gave us a guilty smile.

Where the hell did you get that? I asked. And what do you think are you going to do with it?

Sam compounded the guilty smile with a guilty shrug. Found it. Thought it might come in handy.

He was standing in the middle of the basement floor holding a sledgehammer. The sledgehammer was so heavy the veins on Sams neck were sticking out. Try as I might, I could not see that sledgehammer portending anything good.

Timmy was standing beside me at the top of the basement stairs. He was still cradling Thumper in his arms. The veins on Timmys neck were sticking out just like Sams. Plus his face was red with the effort of lugging Thumper around. Thumper needed to lose a few pounds. Or learn to walk.

Big hammer, Timmy said.

Thumper agreed. Ruuff!

Oh, hell no! I flatly stated. You are not taking a sledgehammer to my house!

Sam dumped the sledgehammer in the corner with a crash. Geez, it was just a thought.

I harrumphed and Timmy giggled. He always giggled when I harrumphed. Thumper dropped her head over Timmys arm and immediately fell sound asleep.

Are we cleaning the basement again? Timmy asked, clumping carefully down the stairs, trying not to trip or drop the dog. On the bottom step, he turned and gazed up at me. Are you gonna wear your clown clothes again? That was funny.

I glowered at him. Then I glowered at Sam. Dont ask, I said, heading him off at the pass. And no, Samuel, they were not clown clothes. Per se.

Not knowing what I was talking about anyway, Sam turned away to stare at what was quickly becoming his own personal nemesis. The brick wall that stretched from one end of my basement to the other. He eyed it up and down and sideways. Then he studied the other three walls, which were unpainted concrete block. Those three walls had the tiny windows at ground level. The brick wall on the east side didnt.

Growing more confused by the second and wondering what he was up to, I watched Sam pace off the width of the basement.

What are you doing?

Measuring, he said.

When he was finished, he moved to the security door leading to the backyard. He unlocked the door and climbed the steps into the raging sunshine. I followed. Sam paced off the width of the house from the outside.

Didnt you just do that? I asked.

He nodded, not answering because he was counting paces in his head.

When he was finished, he just stood there for a moment, rubbing a leaf on my orange tree between finger and thumb while he thought things over.

Then he paced off the house again.

Youre driving me nuts, Sam. Please explain to me what it is you are doing.

When he had finished measuring the width of the house for the second time, he aimed his eyes at me. He opened his mouth to speak, but didnt. Abruptly, he turned on his heel and rounded the opposite corner of the house. Again, I followed.

I walked up behind him and laid my hand on his shoulder. He was staring down at the little basement windows.

Windows, he said.

I wondered if I had anything like an Advil around the place. Yes, Sam. Windows. So what?

This is the east side of the house.

I rolled my eyes. Yes, I know. I hooked my thumb over my shoulder and aimed it behind me. The sun rises over there.

His gorgeous lips tweaked their way into a smirk, making me want to kiss them. Dont be a wise-ass, he said.

Sorry, I responded. Although I wasnt sorry at all. I liked being a wise-ass.

His gaze skittered away from me, and he eyed Timmy, who was running across the yard with Thumper nipping at his heels. Apparently, the mutt had woken up. He was howling with laughter as he ran. Timmy, not the dog. Although the dog looked happy too.

Sam waited until I turned away from Timmy and focused on him again.

The brick wall in your basement is on the east side.

Yes, Sam. I know.

And this is the east side of the house.

I know that too.

There are basement windows on this side of the house.

Theyre all around the house. Whats your point?

Sam tilted his head and stared at me so long I was beginning to wonder if I had something unfortunate hanging out of my nose.

Then I blinked. A realization germinated.

Sams face brightened in a smile. There it is. He chuckled. Its soaking in.

I stared down at the basement windows. Wait a minute, I said. There arent any windows on the east side of the basement. Its just

Sam finished the sentence for me. brick wall?

I nodded. Brick wall.





SAM AND I stood staring at the brick wall, which was quickly becoming a major force of contention in both our lives. Timmy was under the stairs rooting through boxes again. Thumper was once more asleep on the blanket in the corner. Thumper was a firm believer in the therapeutic value of naps. Timmy wasnt. I suspected the only sure way to get him to take a nap would be to shoot him with a tranq gun.

So where are the windows? Sam asked.

I shook my head. Tis a puzzlement.

More to the point, oh King, Sam said. Wheres the other six feet of your house?

I studied his face. What do you mean?

Pace it off yourself, Jason. The exterior of the house is six feet wider than the width of your basement. So where did the other six feet go?

I did a slow 360-degree turn, checking out the walls, windows, everything. Sam was right. It looked too small. And how could I never have noticed there were windows only on three sides? Was I blind?

I gazed up at the unfinished raftered ceiling with its tangle of wires and pipes and cobwebs stretching from one side of the house to the other. I let my gaze travel across the ceiling to the stairs leading up to the service porch. Directly above my head was the kitchen.

I dont get it, I said.

You said Paul and Sally did all the work in the basement, right?

I tried to think back. Yeah, I think so. I mean, not them personally, but they had it done. Some of it may even have been done after Paul disappeared. In fact, Im pretty sure the brick wall was done later. Prior to her selling the house to me. The building inspector must have made it a condition of the sale. Like I told you the other day, the houses foundation needed bolstering. When I bought the house, that was one of the big selling points I kept hearing from the Realtor. That the foundation had been upgraded. Its an old house. Things need upgrading once in a while.

Sam nodded. Did you ever see the basement before it was upgraded?

I thought back. I must have. I was here a lot. Visiting. Paul had barbecues in the backyard. I helped them move in. I cast another cockeyed glare at the brick wall. But I dont remember when the wall was put in. And I dont remember how the basement looked before the wall was put in. Although I do remember the furnace was sort of freestanding, away from the walls. Probably safer that way because of the potential for a fire.

But now its snug against the new brick wall, Sam noted.

Yes. Yes, it is.

So, Sam pondered. What do you suppose is behind the wall? Six feet of nothing? Why would they seal it off?

I tried to think. Had Sally ever explained anything about that to me? I was sure she hadnt. And now I thought about it, I had to wonder why. There must have been a reason to block off all that extra storage room. A six-foot swath times the length of the house must add up to a couple hundred square feet of floor space. Why throw it away?

Unless she was trying to conceal something.

I felt a chill as I stood there staring at that damn wall. When Sam sidled up beside me and I felt his hand come up to cup the back of my neck, I jumped.

He cast me a knowing look. You feel it too, dont you? You feel creeped out.

No, I said. I dont feel anything.

I was lying through my teeth, and Sam knew it.

He smiled an unbelieving smile. Whatever you say.

It took me a moment to realize he was holding the sledgehammer in his hand again. He had it resting on the floor, propped against his leg.

Give me that, I said.

Soitainly. He grinned, handing me the hammer with a grunt.

I hefted it in my hands. It weighed a ton. I wondered if I was man enough to wield it.

What are you going to do? Sam asked, as if he didnt know.

I gave him a cocky leer. Propping the hammer between my feet, I spit in my hands like Paul Bunyan with his trusty axe.

And just like Paul Bunyan, I said, Stand back, babe. This may get messy.

Sam stepped away, placing himself between me and Timmy, just in case the kid came exploring.

I threw the sledgehammer up to my shoulder and thought, Holy fuck this thing is heavy! I chose a spot in the middle of the room, well away from the furnace. Sam saw where I was headed, and ducked in before me to drag a couple of boxes out of the way.

Praying to God I wouldnt make a complete and utter fool of myself in front of the man I loved and the nephew I adored, I roundhoused that sledgehammer with every ounce of force I could muster. The first collision with the wall made my bones clatter from my jaw all the way down to my toes, but it failed to do any noticeable damage to the wall. When my bones stopped rattling, I figured my skeleton was considerably rearranged from the way it was when I started, but since everything still seemed to be operational, I swung the sledgehammer again.

A chip of brick about the size of a pencil eraser snapped off the wall. It flew across the basement and plinked against an old mirror leaning against the wall.

Well crap. Talk about an anticlimax.

I was already sweating like a steam engine. My shirt was stuck to my back, and Timmy was giggling in the background. I was afraid to look at Sam in case he was giggling too.

Hit it harder, Timmy said.

Yeah, put some back into it, Sam chimed in.

I growled at them both.

My third swing of the sledgehammer didnt do any further damage to the wall, but it damn near killed me. I dragged the hammer over to the stairs and plopped myself down. I pulled my T-shirt over my head and used it to blot the sweat off my face. Then I examined the palm of my hand. Great. Id been working for less than a minute, and I already had a blister.

We need to think this over, I proclaimed.

Timmy clapped his hands. Goody, Uncle Jasons gonna think!

Wise-guy.

Sam came over and gave me a consoling pat on the back. His fingers lingered over my bare skin, giving me another chill. This chill was the good kind. Dont you worry, Jason, Ill show that wall a thing or two, yessir. Dont you fret about that at all. Give me the fucking hammer.

I shriveled Sam with an icy stare while Timmy scraped one index finger over the other in an accusatory fashion. Omm, bad word, Timmy said.

Then my nephew showed more sense than all the adults in the room when he handed Sam my spider gloves. Use these, he said. Theres no bugs in them, I looked.

So Sam slid the gloves on and manhandled the sledgehammer over to the wall.

Dont collapse the house, I said.

Dont worry, Sam said, hoisting the hammer onto his shoulders. This isnt a retaining wall. Basically what it is is just an afterthought. It makes no sense for this wall to be here at all. One little hole in it isnt going to hurt anything. I hope, he finished up in a barely audible whisper.

He gripped the sledgehammer with a lot more aplomb than I had displayed, and without thinking too much about it (another one of my faults), he drew back and slung the hammer into the wall with a resounding crash. Through a thick cloud of dust, we heard a clatter of loose bricks as a hole materialized in the wall in front of us. The hole was two feet off the floor and after a few more bricks tumbled through the opening and the dust began to clear, it finally showed itself to be about the size of a doghouse.

I nervously scanned the basement ceiling through the haze of dust Sam had stirred up. The house showed no signs of tumbling down upon our heads, so I figured we were safe.

Timmy was whooping and clapping and leaping around in his excitement. Thumper had burrowed under the blanket, leaving only her trembling tail exposed. I guess her excitement level was considerably lower than Timmys. All three of us were coughing and blinking back tears due to the brick dust hanging in the air.

Sam still wasnt satisfied with the destruction he had wreaked, so he drew back one more time with the sledgehammer and knocked loose the bricks standing between the new hole and the floor. Sam immediately stepped away to escape the second cloud of filth he had raised, and as soon as the dust from that hammer strike cleared and the bricks stopped tumbling, voil̀a, we had a doorway, of sorts.

I reached out and took Timmys hand. I led him forward until I could take Sams arm with my other hand. Together, the three of us slowly approached the ragged opening, not sure what we would find.

We leaned forward through the freshly opened wound in the wall and peered into the dim interior. It was lit only by my missing basement windows, long painted-over and placed high along the opposite wall. The windows were thick with spiderwebs. I got the creeps just looking at them. The stench and heat wafting out of the shadowy recess reeked of mildew and stale air. And dirt. Raw dirt.

Looking down, I realized the space was unpaved. The floor was naked earth, clumped and uneven, slanted up in a rise toward the front of the house…. Broken slabs of concrete that must have once comprised the floor were stacked in a jumble in the opposite corner as if they had been jackhammered out of the ground and laboriously tossed there out of the way. For what reason, I couldnt imagine.

Sam and I gazed at each other. He tried to wipe the dirt from his face but left a bigger smear of filth than was there before.

I think wed better do some digging. he said.

I looked down at Timmy, who had tilted his head back to peer up at us. Then I turned to once again consider the expanse of dirt in front of usand the unexplained walled-up space in my basement.

Okay, I said. Lets dig. After a moment of hesitation, I added, What are we looking for?

Sam refused to answer, which told me more than I wanted to know.

At that moment, my cell phone chirped somewhere upstairs, and all three of us leaped straight up into the air. A split second later, the house gave a shudder around us as if it had slipped a few inches into the ground. I could feel the jarring movement underfoot. Windows rattled upstairs. Thumper whimpered from beneath her dusty blanket in the corner.

When wooden beams suddenly creaked and groaned in the ceiling and dust sifted down onto our heads, we all jumped again.

Oh, dear, I said. Did we do that with the hammer?

No, Sam said. Somebodys mad, and it aint us. His eyes were as big as tennis balls while he surveyed the ceiling as if he didnt quite trust it not to come crashing down on top of us.

I nodded. Youre right. It must be Sally on the phone.

Upstairs in the kitchen, we heard my phone chirp again. Well, actually, it emitted half a chirp, then the chirping abruptly ceased when the basement floor shuddered beneath our feet and a huge boom echoed through the house. Sam and I cringed away from the sound.

Uh-oh, Timmy said, standing beside me clutching my trouser leg. Sam and I gazed down at him, and Im pretty sure I blanched. I hate it when I blanch. Sam didnt look too spunky either.

The uh-ohs again, I groaned. What is it this time?

Timmy sadly shook his head. You aint gonna like it.

Why, whats Daddy going to do?

Timmy stuck his finger up his nose and started rooting around for gold. I guess paranormal activity was getting to be old hat to him. I think he already did it.

Oh God. And stop picking your nose.

With a final shudder, the house settled into stillness. I had the oddest sensation it was expectantly waitingbut waiting for what?

I scooped Timmy into my arms, Sam gathered up Thumper, and with heavy hearts, the four of us trooped up the basement stairs to see what we would find.

Whatever it turned out to be, I had a feeling Timmy was right. I wouldnt like it at all.


Chapter 12
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WE STOOD in the kitchen doorway like a mismatched collection of pastries, two large and one small, slathered in icings of brick dust and sweat. We stared into the kitchen, speechless.

But that didnt last long.

This aint good, Sam finally said.

No shit, I agreed, while Timmy happily squirmed in my arms, trying to get down.

Told ya you wouldnt like it, he tittered as I stood him on his feet in front of me.

The remnants of my cell phone were everywhere: littered across the kitchen counter, sprinkled in the sink, sparkling over the tile floor from one end of the room to the other like a scattering of shiny gemstones cast there by the gods. The phone wasnt just smashed. It was almost vaporized. There didnt seem to be a piece of plastic, metal, or circuitry left that was any bigger than a raisin. I couldnt have done a finer job of killing it if Id used the sledgehammer and three sticks of dynamite.

I was pretty sure my phone had chirped its last chirp.

I turned away from the destruction and looked down to study Timmys upturned face. Guess it was Mommy who called, huh, and Daddy didnt like it?

Timmy tittered again, throwing my own words back in my face. No shit.

Watch your mouth, Sam and I said in absentminded unison, and Timmy had the good grace to pretend to look guilty. Sam set Thumper at Timmys feet. The dog gave herself a good shake, creating a little cloud of brick dust. Then she sneezed.

Sam caught my eye, and I was surprised to see him smiling too. Two disintegrated phones in two weeks, he said. Your cell phone provider will be thrilled. Hell probably send you a thank-you card.

It was then that the wall phone jangled in the corner by the kitchen table, startling the bejesus out of all four of us. I had forgotten about the landline. As soon as my heart stopped yammering in my throat, I crunched my way across the kitchen floor, smashing the shattered pieces of my poor murdered cell phone even flatter.

I snatched the receiver off the wall and barked, What!

Sallys voice was cold. No hello, no kiss my ass, just, Put Timmy on. Now.

I was in no mood to argue. I handed the phone to my nephew. He wasnt used to wielding a humongous dinosaur receiver in his tiny four-year-old paw. He fumbled around for a minute before he got the right end of it up to his ear where he wanted it.

Hello? he said, all innocence and sweetness. Then his face lit up. Hi, Mommy!

Sam and I were eyeing the house around us, wondering what it was going to do in response to this newest intrusion by our ghosts most hated enemymy sister.

But the house seemed to be listening in on Timmys conversation as raptly as Sam and I were. It didnt make a peep, and neither did we. We stood there staring down at the boy, hanging on to every word.

Were playing, Timmy said into the mouthpiece, obviously in response to a question.

I could hear the sharp drone of Sallys voice coming through the receiver from where I stood. She didnt sound any happier speaking to Timmy than she had when speaking to me. She was so mad, and her voice cut the air with such vicious clarity, I could overhear every word she said to him.

Whos playing?

Me and my uncles.

You mean uncle. Singular. My idiot brother, Jason, is the only uncle you have. And hes one too many.

Timmy laughed. Thats not true! Sams here too! Hes another uncle! I think theyre boyfriends!

Sally appeared to be rendered speechless by that announcement. At least, for a moment. Who else are you playing with? And what are you playing?

Timmy gazed up at me when he answered. His big blue eyes, so filled with guileless innocence, nailed me to the spot where I was standing. And yet I think he knew what he was doing full well. There was a hint of in-your-face bravado in his voice when he said to Mommy, Were looking for Daddy. I think hes mad at you.

Sallys voice jumped an octave on that one. I rather suspected it would. What do you mean youre looking for Daddy? Daddys gone, Timmy. Dont you remember? Weve talked about this before. He left us. Now weve got Jack, honey. Jacks your daddy now.

Timmy didnt buy that one any more than I did. Jack just acts like he likes me, but we never play. He just looks at me like he wishes Id go someplace else.

Ouch, I thought. From the mouth of babes.

Apparently, Sally wasnt in the mood to argue the nurturing talents of her lover. What do you mean your daddys mad at me? Hes nowhere around; how could you possibly know if hes mad at me? And when did your daddys brother get there? Sam, she snapped, as if she couldnt believe she was even uttering the word. When did Sam get there?

Timmy wasnt up to counting days. Dunno. A while, I guess. His face lit into a smile. Daddy plays with me! The other day he put me in a tornado!

I seriously doubt it, Sally snapped again. Put your uncle on the phone. Not Sam. Jason. Put Jason on the phone. Now.

Timmy held the phone out to me with both hands. I think youre in trouble, he whispered as I plucked it from his grasp.

It wont be the first time, I whispered back, giving him a hearty smile conjured from sheer imagination and a forced joviality dredged up from the bottom of my feet for the kids benefit alone.

Sam gave me a cluck of sympathy. He started dragging a broom around the kitchen floor sweeping up the remnants of my cell phone, but his eyes stayed on me every second. He didnt look too jovial either.

Sallys voice was like a knife stabbing into my ear. What the hell are you playing at, and why havent you been answering your phone?

I found a stubborn streak buried somewhere in my psyche and dragged it out where it could be of use. Im not sure I understand what youre asking me, Sis.

Horseshit! Sally spat. Not answering my phone calls is bad enough, but why are you even mentioning Timmys father to him? He doesnt need to feel any more abandoned than he probably already does.

I dont think

And what did Timmy mean when he said you were looking for Daddy? Is this some sort of weird hide and seek game, or are you actually rooting through the house trying to unearth Paul? Youre certifiable, you know that, Jason? As soon as I can get there, Im going to yank that kid out of your clutches, and youll never see him again.

I had been fighting with my sister since the day I was born. I could hold my own pretty well after all those years of practice. Like you did with Sams family? Why did you cut them out of Timmys life, Sally? Why would you deprive Timmy of his only grandparents? Our folks are gone, but dont you think Timmy might have enjoyed his other grandparents showing up once in a while to make him feel loved and dote over him and swamp him with presents? Huh? Why would you isolate the kid like that?

When I started my rant, I was relieved to see Sam scoop Timmy into his arms and lug him out to the backyard. I could see them now through the kitchen window, standing under the orange tree and talking quietly. Sam was on his knees in front of the boy. Timmy looked sad. Damn. I hoped that wasnt because of what Id said in front of him.

Sally was so furious her voice trembled. How I raise my son is nobodys business but my own. As for Paul, Id prefer to leave him in the past where he belongs, and if you have a problem with that, frankly, Jason, I dont care. Who are you to tell me otherwise? Maybe I had my reasons for cutting off Pauls family. Did you ever think of that?

What sort of reasons? I asked. Give me a list. Explain it to me so Ill understand.

Fuck you, Jason. And I dont want Pauls brother anywhere near my son. Make him leave.

No. They love each other. And I love Sam. You had no right to exclude him, Sal. Youre breaking a lot of hearts. You know that?

No answer. Her silence was glacial. Where are you? I finally asked.

She ignored that. Answer my question, Jason. What did Timmy mean when he said you were looking for Paul? What, you think I dont know what youre doing? You hate Jack, so youre trying to alienate Timmys affections. Make him hate Jack too.

He already hates Jack! Hell, if you werent so blinded by Jacks dick, or whatever it is you like about the creep, youd realize we all hate him.

Sallys voice seethed. She was furious. As soon as I can get there, youre history, Jason. Youll never see my son again.

What are you so afraid of, Sally? What do you know about Pauls disappearance that I dont? Timmy thinks hes here in this house. What do you think of that?

Sally snorted a nasty laugh. Hes four years old, for Christs sake. If he thinks his fathers in that house, its only because you put the idea into his head yourself. But wait, let me get this straight. Are you saying you believe him?

I didnt laugh at all, nasty or otherwise. I let the words come in a fevered whisper. Sam and Timmy were still in the backyard. My words would be heard by Sally alone. And I knew I was risking everything by uttering them.

Im starting to believe him, yes. Some crazy stuff is happening in this house. Stuff that is absolutely unexplainable. Id like to see it explained.

Sallys voice came through the line like a swarm of hornetsvicious and threatening. Enjoy your next few hours with my son. When Jack and I get there, youll never see him again. And that goes for your boyfriend too.

Jack, I murmured, sarcastic as hell.

Yes, Jack, she snapped. And hes furious.

This has nothing to do with him.

Thats what you think.

I was so mad now, my hands were beginning to shake. Before I could think of a comeback, I felt cool fingers at the back of my neck. I turned to find Sam, concern etched across his face. I glanced through the kitchen window and saw Timmy still out by the orange tree. He was sitting with his back against the trunk, laboriously peeling an orange.

Hang up, Sam said softly. Youre so mad you look like youre about to go up in flames. Let it go, and hang up before you have a heart attack.

He laid his hand on my cheek and gently pulled the receiver from my hand. Good-bye, Sally, he said into the mouthpiece and quietly hung up the phone.

Before the connection was severed, I heard her yelling curse words at Sam.

I closed my eyes. Shit. This was getting worse all the time.

Sam pulled me into his arms. He held me for a moment while my fiercely stampeding heart clattered between us.

We have work to do, he said. That okay? You promised, Jason. You promised wed see this through.

I laid my cheek to his and breathed in his scent. He smelled of brick dust and sweat and the pungent scent of citrus. He must have been climbing in the orange tree. I couldnt not say the words I had said so many times before. Somehow, they were words that made everything else seem reasonable and sane. They almost made me forget the fears I was beginning to harbor concerning my sister. Impossible fears. Horrifying. Fears I knew couldnt possibly be true, but fears I couldnt seem to shake no matter what I did.

I love you, Sam. I let my eyes wander to the windowto Timmy out there on the lawn still eating his orange. So young and innocent and pure. Thumper was lying beside him under the tree, already asleep, enjoying the shade. Enjoying Timmys nearness. I was almost thunderstruck by the sudden rush of love I felt for the boy. And for Sam. Hell, even for Thumper. They were my family. All of them.

Sam smiled against my cheek. I love you too, Jason. And after a heartbeat, he added, You got a shovel? Lets finish what we started.

I grunted and pushed him to arms length. Smiling a sad smile, I said, I guess wed better see it through, then. Proving its all a misunderstanding is the only way well ever get this family put back together again. If it isnt too late already.

Sam brushed a smear of brick dust from my nose with his fingertip. Im sorry, he said.

I nodded. I know you are. So am I.

I gazed through the kitchen window one more time to check on Timmy. I was surprised to see the shadows had shifted. It was afternoon already. And getting late.

Timmy needs to eat, I said. And so do we. Lets take a break.

Then we finish what we started?

Yes, Sam, then we finish what we started.

He went to fetch the boy while I puttered around the kitchen preparing to feed a hunger I didnt feel. I wondered if Sally would really cut me out of Timmys life. I suspected she would do exactly as she said. She had shown no qualms about shutting Sam out. Or Sams family.

I began to realize there was a fundamental element missing in my sisters genetic makeup.

She didnt seem to have a heart.

And that scared me more than everything else put together.





TIMMY YAWNED all the way through the meal, so as soon as he was finished eating, I laid him on the sofa in the living room with his best friend at his side. He and Thumper were snoring like buzz saws in a matter of moments.

Sam and I spent the longest time silently sipping coffee in the kitchen, unwinding, thinking our own private thoughts. It wasnt until later, as we were cleaning up the dishes, that the words began to flow. And once they began, there was no stopping them.

I want Timmy with us when we work, I said. Im afraid to leave him up here on his own. As soon as hes up, well start. Okay?

Yes. I dont want to leave him alone either. Your ghost has some power in him, disintegrating the phone like that. I know he wont turn that power on Timmy, but still….

Sam, we dont know anything of the kind. I dont think we really understand whats going on here. Am I crazy to think its really that boys father whos haunting my house? Am I crazy to think maybe my sister had something to do with the fact that Paul is gone? God help me, am I starting to believe the things you believe? But, dammit, shes just so murderously cold sometimes.

The moment I realized what Id said, I tried to backpedal like mad. Murderously. Why had I said that? What I just said, Sam. I didnt mean what it sounded like I meant.

Sam didnt look any happier than I did with my word choice, but he did manage to dredge up a smile at my last comment. Terrible sentence, Jason. Funky grammar. I know you didnt mean what it sounded like you meant, but still…. His voice trailed away.

Still what? I asked, leery, sorry Id asked the question the second it was out of my mouth.

Sam didnt look any happier about answering. Still, I think theres some truth in it somewhere. The things you said. The words you used. I think Sally does know what happened here. I think Paul knows it too. Maybe not Paul, but Pauls… spirit. I think maybe hes trying to make us understand as well.

Sam was washing dishes at the sink. He stood there with a plate in his hand, staring through the window over the sink, his mind seemingly a million miles away.

I touched his arm. What is it, Sam? What are you thinking?

He turned his brown eyes to me, and if our conversation had concerned anything other than what it had, I would have melted beneath his gaze. As it was, I merely cringed, afraid to know what he was about to say, but needing to hear it anyway.

I didnt have to wait very long.

Sometimes, Jason, I find myself wondering if we should stop what were doing and let the boy go back to his mother and live out the rest of his life without digging into the mystery of his father and everything else thats going on around us. I mean, Timmys only four years old. Hell forget it all in time. Wont he?

Probably.

Sam nodded. The problem is we wont. Isnt that right? Well never be able to put this behind us until we find out the truth about what happened inside this house. Itll tear us apart, Jason. Im not even sure our love could survive it. Are you?

No. No, Im not. But Im not entirely sure our love will survive the truth either.

Dont say that, Sam said, hurt shining bright in his eyes. Dont even think it.

I didnt answer. He didnt give me time.

Jason, I keep going back to what Paulto what the ghostsaid the other day when he was channeling Bugs Bunny. He spat up a wry chuckle. Christ, I cant believe I just said that.

I grinned. Neither can I.

But Sam wouldnt be deterred, no matter how ridiculous he sounded. The moment he started talking, our smiles evaporated. I keep thinking about what thethe rabbitJesussaid about Timmy being ours now. Remember? Remember when he said that?

Of course I remember. I still cant believe that happened.

I know, Jason. I cant believe it either, but right now Im trying to get past the event and concentrate on the words. What did they mean? Why did he say the boy now belongs to us?

A rustle of sound made us turn. Timmy stood in the doorway with Thumper at his side. They both looked solemn. Timmy was rubbing the sleep from his eyes with the heels of his hands.

His voice was scratchy from sleep. It means Daddy wants Mommy to go away. It means Mommy wont be able to take care of me anymore.

I stepped to Timmy and squatted down in front of him, gently caressing his shoulders. You know thats not true. Maybe its a dream you just had.

Timmy gave me his stubborn look. It is true. Daddy told me.

Is he here now?

Hes always here.

I didnt know what to say to that, because I knew he was right. Suddenly, I knew it beyond all doubt.

Finally, I asked, Doesnt it make you sad? Wont you miss Mommy if she leaves?

Shes not leaving. Shell still be here. Just like Daddys still here. Just like you and me and Sam will still be here. Mommy and Daddy will just be in the other here.

The other here?

Timmy nodded. Yeah. You know. In the walls.

I blinked at the certainty in Timmys words, in Timmys demeanor. It wasnt a mystery to him at all, I realized. He had it all figured out. Every bit of it.

Then the kid did a little tap dance and wiggled out of my grasp. His inherent good humor blossomed like a flower, petals opening wide to catch the sun.

He gave himself a little shake, suddenly filled with energy. I gotta pee. Then well go find Daddy. Okay?

I nodded, torn by emotion, unable to speak.

Sam picked up the slack for me. Yes, he said. You go pee, and then well look for Daddy.

Yippee! Timmy squealed, running off toward the bathroom with Thumper arthritically trundling along behind, trying to keep up.

Still squatting at Timmys level, I gazed up at Sam hovering over me. He doesnt understand. He doesnt understand what hes saying. What it all implies.

Do you? Sam asked.

I didnt answer. I didnt want to.

Itll be all right, Sam said softly, reaching out to lay a comforting hand at the side of my neck, stroking my jawline with his thumb.

I tried to smile at the touch, at the words, but my cheeks were nailed in place.

For who? I quietly asked. Itll be all right for who?


Chapter 13
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TIMMY SAT perched on the pile of broken concrete in the corner where we could watch him. We had given him a coloring book and crayons to keep him occupied. He had not cracked open either one of them yet, not the book or the box of crayons. In fact, he had looked at us like we were idiots when we handed them to him.

Thumper lay in the dirt at Timmys feet, head on her paws, watching Sam and me with a worried expression and occasionally casting her eyes up to Timmy to see what he was doing.

Neither dog nor child looked particularly happy.

Sam and I had stripped down to shorts and tennies. It was hotter than hell in this closed-off section of the basement. Since the windows were painted shut we dragged a fan downstairs and aimed it through the hole we had knocked in the wall to give us a breath of air as we worked, but it didnt do much to cool the place down.

If I had been uncertain before about what we were doing, my conversation with Sally had cured me of it. My sister was hiding something. I was sure of it. Now I wanted to know what had happened inside my house as much as Sam did.

Yet there was still a brick wall inside my head, not unlike this earthly one we had just broken through in my basement. The wall in my head was still sound. There wasnt a chink in it. I had not crashed through it yet to discover its secrets. I wasnt even sure I wanted to. There were things lying hidden behind that wall inside my head that scared the pants off me.

Sams single-minded persistence was a tsunami of sheer will that swept me along in its wake. And he was right about one thing. If something bad had happened inside this house, we needed to know about it. Let the cards fall where they may. We owed that much to Paul.

I had a rusty pick, and Sam had a rusty shovel. Happily, the ground was soft and dry beneath our feet. We dug slowly so as not to raise too much dust, Sam at one end of the space, me toward the middle. As we worked, the hours passed and the light through the painted basement windows dimmed. It grew dark outside. The night settled around us, thank God. Maybe the evening hours would be cooler.

When the space grew too dark to work in, Sam lugged the floor lamp from my bedroom down to the basement and strung an extension cord to the nearest outlet. Now we had light. There seemed to be an unspoken agreement between us that we would keep digging until we found something, no matter how long it took.

I wouldnt allow myself to conjecture what it was we were looking for. I figured I wouldnt think about that until my spade or Sams shovel actually pried something out of the ground. Only then would I deal with whatever the hell it was.

The most unnerving aspect of the whole enterprise was the silent pact Sam and I had suddenly forged. For the first time, we were both convinced we were on the right track in our quest to solve the riddle of Pauls disappearance. And while our certainty was shared, our reactions to that certainty were not shared at all.

Sam was wary but excited, committed to finding the truth and convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt there was a truth to be found. Here. Right here, in this dusty, dark hole beneath my house.

I was quite simply scared to death. Scared of what that truth might turn out to be.

And what it would mean to the people I loved.

Thanks to Timmy, Sam and I now had the good sense to wear gloves. Our bodies were streaked with grime in no time. We wore bandannas tied about our throats to periodically wipe the sweat from our eyes. Occasionally, I wore mine across my nose and mouth like a bandit to keep the dust out of my lungs. Once, when the heat became almost unbearable, we sent Timmy upstairs to fetch back Cokes. He brought along a bag of cookies too, and Sam and I ate those while we worked. Timmy happily gnawed on his fistful of cookies as he sat on the pile of broken concrete in the corner. Thumper dined on offerings from the boy, wagging her tail in gratitude with each new donation.

Every time my spade hit a chink or a stone, my heart shot up into my throat. I wondered how human bones would sound when struck by the blade of a shovel. I wondered how much flesh would remain on a human cadaver after three years underground in an unmarked grave. I wondered if Paul was watching us from another tier, some far off celestial bleacher, staring down, gnawing the ends of old memories, old injuries, rooting for us to discover the truth about his death, and in discovering the truth, setting up the groundwork for avenging it. I wondered what other lives would be ruined when we succeeded. If we succeeded.

Sam and I were digging haphazardly; excavating here, finding nothing, excavating there, finding nothing again. Sam stayed as far away from me as he could get. He saw how ineptly I flung my pick. I was more geared to the finesse of an electronic keyboard, not big butch tools that required manly strength and brawn and considerable aim. More than once he told me to watch what I was doing before I drove the damn thing into my foot. Or his.

Timmy always giggled at these exchanges. And when Timmy giggled, Thumper perked up her ears. Once, Thumper grunted her way to her feet and without asking permission from anyone, sauntered over to a corner to pee. Then she returned to where she lay before. Not long after that, Timmy did the same, sauntering off to the corner, and with his back to us, relieving himself against the wall. Neither Sam nor I complained. It was a dirt floor. What harm would it do? We were grateful the kid was being as patient as he was. We werent about to give him any grief for not trundling all the way upstairs just to take a whiz. Timmys short life had been imbued with enough grief already, and Sam and I both knew it. Even if Timmy didnt.

The sudden clang of metal on metal from Sams shovel made everybody freeze.

Sam tossed his shovel aside and dropped to his knees in the dirt. Timmy and I both approached and gawked over his shoulder to see what he had found.

Sam dug through the loose dirt with his hands, sweat dripping off his nose, hair wild and tangled from the heat and dust. He looked so handsome squatting there with rivulets of sweat dripping down his lean back, his hairy legs splayed wide as he hunched into the dirt, digging, digging. Handsome and kind of insane.

With a grunt, he pulled a crowbar out of the ground. He held it up to better examine it in the light.

The house rattled and shook above us. Timmy clapped his hands over his ears.

Oh crap, Sam said, rolling his eyes toward the ceiling, no doubt wondering if it was going to come crashing down on our heads. Whats going on? he asked the darkness.

It was Timmy who answered. Put it over there, Timmy said, pointing through the hole in the wall to the basement proper. For the police, he added with a sigh.

Sam and I both turned to stare at him. When he saw us gaping at him, he put his two hands up in the air, palms up, looking surprised. What?

Did Daddy tell you that? I asked.

Timmy nodded. Its important.

Then well do it, Sam said. Here, put it over by the stairs.

With a horrified expression on his face, Timmy shook his head and backed away. No. I dont wanna touch it.

Sam merely nodded, but his eyes skidded over me on his way across the dirt floor. I gave him a shrug, as confused by the boys reaction as he was. He tilted the crowbar against the handrail at the side of the steps leading up to the service porch.

Sam stared at it for a moment, then tore his bandanna from around his neck and wiped the sweat from his face. Stuffing it in his back pocket, he rejoined me and grabbed up his shovel.

Okay? he asked Timmy.

Timmy nodded and gave him a thumbs-up, all business.

Why was the crowbar important? Sam asked the boy. What was it used for? He asked the question as if he already knew the answer.

Timmy buried his face in Thumpers side. At first I didnt think he was going to answer. Then he said, You dont want to know.

I cringed away from a sudden explosion of pain. My hands flew to my mouth as I gasped. It was my teeth. My front teeth. It felt like theyd been wrenched from my mouth. The pain disappeared as quickly as it came. I stuck dirty fingers in my mouth to make sure my teeth were still there. I tugged at them, prodded them. Christ.

Sam was giving me a funny look. Are you all right?

My heart was racing. I was still stunned by that blast of agony that had hit me out of nowhere. It had shaken me to the core. But I knew it wasnt real. It couldnt be. Yeah, Sam. It… its nothing. A phantom pain.

I glanced at Timmy and was surprised to see him grinning at me. He gave me a knowing wink, as if we shared a secret. And perhaps we did. He was rubbing his front teeth too.

You felt it too, he said. I nodded.

And suddenly, unless we were all crazier than bedbugs, I knew what the crowbar had been used for. I knew it as well as Timmy did. A chill shot up my spine. I waited until Sam was once again digging with his shovel before grunting the pick onto my shoulder and driving it full force into the dirt at my feet. Periodically, I dragged my tongue over my front teeth, still reassuring myself they were there.

Two words kept rumbling through my mind. Over and over again. Murder weapon. Murder weapon. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to make the two words go away. In their place, I tried to concentrate on not stabbing myself in the foot with the pick.

Gradually, things went back to normal. Timmy hummed a song while Sam and I worked. Softly. Barely audible. He had a pleasant timbre to his voice. Surprisingly sweet. Surprisingly on key. And while Timmy hummed, Thumper snored.

The house above our heads resumed its silence. I could feel it like a perilous weight hanging over my head, barely suspended, ready to fall at any moment. Expectant. Leery. I looked over at Timmy. He seemed unconcerned, the pain in his teeth forgotten. He was still humming, now coloring in the coloring book perched on his lap. All of his attention was centered on what he was doing. His little tongue poked out of the corner of his mouth in concentration. His hands were so small, the crayon he held looked huge. He seemed to have forgotten that stab of phantom misery as soon as it was over, while I still reeled at the memory of it. Once again, I was amazed by the boys powers of recuperation, his ability to set horror aside as if it were just another toy. I found myself smiling as I watched him, so proud of his fearless strength, almost overwhelmed by the love I felt for him. I watched him giggle at what he was coloring, lost for the moment to everything around him. Then I turned back to my work.

By nine oclock in the evening, Sam and I had torn up a stretch of dirt about twenty feet long and three feet wide, and Timmy was nodding over his coloring book, trying to stay awake but not succeeding very well.

I tapped Sam on the shoulder. As weary as I was, the feel of his sweat-soaked skin still sent a rush of desire burning through me.

Lets stop and put Timmy to bed, I said. Hes conking out.

Sam ran the bandanna over his face and peered at Timmy in the corner. Youre right, he said. I could use a break anyway.

We dusted ourselves off as best we could, then Sam gently plucked the coloring book out of Timmys hands and lifted him into his arms. The boy didnt argue. He merely laid his head on Sams shoulder and closed his eyes. Dont forget Thumper, Timmy drawled, half-asleep.

I wont, I assured him, lifting my sleeping dog into my arms. Slipping our filthy tennis shoes off at the foot of the stairs, Sam and I carried our charges up two flights to deposit them in Timmys bedroom.

At the last moment, I said, No, Sam. Not here.

His eyes opened wide in surprise. How could I forget? he asked. He closed Timmys bedroom door and backtracked to his own room just a few feet away.

He laid Timmy on his unmade bed, and I did the same with Thumper. I tried to straighten the tangled bedclothes but didnt do a very good job of it. Didnt matter, though. The night was warm, and Timmy was sound asleep the second Sam eased the boys head onto his pillow. As we stood back to look down at the two of them, Thumper pried open her eyes long enough to drag herself to the boys side and burrow up against him. After that they didnt make another move.

Sam and I tiptoed from the room. Before securely closing the door behind us, I went to fetch the baby monitor off the nightstand in Timmys room and set it up in Sams room instead. That chore finished, we closed the door securely behind us.

We took a bathroom break, grabbed more sodas from the kitchen, and gathered up the receiving end of the baby monitor off the kitchen counter. Lugging it all downstairs to the basement, we went to work again. Digging. Always digging.

Just to put some variety into the endeavor, we switched tools. Sam now wielded the pick and I wielded the shovel. It didnt take me long to realize it wasnt any more fun this way than it was the other.

We worked until late in the night. At one in the morning, our backs screaming, our hands sore, we dropped our tools in the dirt and called it quits. It took all the energy we had left to climb the stairs, shower, and get ourselves ready for bed.

Like Timmy, we were asleep the moment our heads hit the pillow.

It was the first time we had slept together without first making love. An oversight thoroughly remedied the following morning.





THE NEXT day was hotter than all the days that had come before. We spent the day lounging around, playing games with Timmy, and waiting until evening when the air was cooler to pick up our tools and recommence the search. The house showed no impatience with us, and except for a couple of telemarketers, the phone did not ring. I could only assume Sally was silently seething. What Jack was doing I neither knew nor cared.

There were six days left before Sally was supposed to return. I didnt think it would be that long before she showed up at my door. And I knew it wouldnt be pretty when she did. Poor Sam. He was about to get a taste of my sisters fury. So was I, but I was used to it. He wasnt.

We lay together on the hammock in the backyard while Timmy rode his tricycle up and down the driveway and circled us in the grass, all the while wailing like a police car. Sams hand rested atop my chest, his head tucked comfortably onto my bare shoulder. We were lying in the shade of my pepper tree, which stood at the corner of the house. We were dressed in only cargo shorts. It was too hot for anything else. The only breeze that touched our faces came from the swaying of the hammock. Thumper was asleep beneath us in the grass. When we spoke, we did it softly so Timmy wouldnt hear.

Youre a two-edged sword, Sam. You make me happy, and you make me sad.

Sams voice was lazy. He tilted his head to look up at my face when he spoke. His lips moved languidly against my breast, his breath warm and soothing on my skin. Dont ask me to leave, he whispered. Ill beat you up if you do.

I laughed and pulled him closer. No. I wont ask you to leave. I want you here forever.

Good, he sighed. Thats what I want too. But why do I make you sad?

You know why. I have an unshakeable feeling that loving you is going to cost me dearly. He started to jerk away, but I held him in place. Dont get me wrong. Its a price Im willing to pay. But theres going to be sadness and heartbreak before this is all over. For me, for you, for Timmy, for everyone. You know that, dont you. It wasnt a question; it was a statement of fact, and Sam didnt argue about it.

Yes, he said. I know. But were adults, Jason. We can handle the sorrow without it tearing us apart. I know we can. We have to. And as for Timmy, as horrible as the truth about his father may end up being, I think he has a right to know what it is. At whatever the cost, the truth has to come out. For Pauls sake, if no one elses. You understand that, dont you? Its a matter of right and wrong. A matter of truth and lies.

I stroked his hair, as happy and as sad as I had ever been in my life. Just as I had told him I was. Its also about revenge, I think.

Sam raised himself onto his elbow and studied my face. His movement tilted the hammock alarmingly. We had to do a frantic little balancing act to get it back on an even keel. Not revenge, Jason. Justice. Things need to be made right. We owe my brother that much. He was a good person. He didnt deserve what happened to him.

And what was that? I asked, knowing full well what his answer would be because I knew it was the truth as well as Sam did. Even Timmy knew the truth, although I doubted if he had worked out the ramifications of it all. He would not have been playing on his trike if he had. He would have been up in his room crying his eyes out. Weeping for what was lost. Or what was about to be lost.

Sam dipped his head and kissed my shoulder before he spoke. His hand slid over my stomach, and I felt a surge of desire that should have been nowhere within a hundred miles of us at that moment.

He lowered his voice even more, making sure Timmy wouldnt hear a word of what he was uttering. Paul was murdered here, Jason. You know its true. He didnt run away from his wife. He didnt abandon his son. He died. He died in violence. He died in violence at the hands of someone he knew. Someone he trusted. No one should die that way. His death needs to be avenged. I have to try to make things right. I cant let this rest. I just cant. He was my brother, and I loved him.

I looked away, into the treetop above our heads. There was a finch up there somewhere, singing its heart out. The music sounded out of place. Just like I love my sister, I said.

Yes. Just like that, Jason. And I think were both going to know loss before this is over. I hope youre ready for it. I hope you understand that it has to be this way.

I do, I whispered back. But I can still hope youre wrong.

Sam stroked a fingertip over my lips. Of course you can. We can all hope for that. But I dont think its going to happen.

I closed my eyes, soothed by the sensation of his fingertip brushing my mouth. I tried to block out the thoughts that were tearing through my mind. But they couldnt be blocked. They were unstoppable.

Neither do I, Sam.

Then well just have to make the best of it. For that boy over there. All right? Please dont let it make you stop loving me.

I opened my eyes at those words, studying his face. His eyes were the saddest I had ever seen them. They were glistening with coming tears.

I lifted my head and tried to kiss the tears away, stop them in their tracks. Never, I said. Ill never stop loving you. No matter what happens.

Reality came bursting back into both our heads at the same time. Timmy was being too quiet. Where the hell was he and what was he up to?

Sam and I jerked our way up to a sitting position, again shifting the hammock perilously close to dumping us out on the ground. We craned our necks, looking around. With a sigh of relief, we spotted him once again at the edge of the house, down on his hands and knees with his tricycle overturned beside him, where he had dumped it. He was peering into the little basement window on the east side of the house. It was one of the windows overlooking the place where we had been working. The hellhole, as I was beginning to think of it. When we held our breath, we could hear Timmy muttering words into the glass. They were too faint to understand.

Look at him, Sam said. Conversing with the dead. What a kid, huh?

At that moment, the love I felt for this man beside me and the boy across the yard filled my heart all in a rush, almost making me gasp. Something else filled my heart as well.

Fear. Icy stark fear. A premonition.

We have to watch him closely tonight, Sam. Somethings going to happen. I can feel it.

Sam laid his hand over my pounding heart as if he could sense it thundering inside me. Dont worry. Well watch him. His father is watching him too. Nothing will happen to Timmy. None of us will let him come to any harm.

I turned away from the boy and studied Sams calm face, so certain, so fearless. There was so much love in his eyes at that moment I thought I couldnt bear to look at them.

You be careful too, I said. Dont let anything happen to you. Please, Sam. Be careful tonight, okay? I dont know why, but… Im scared. Scared for all of us.

He grinned and chucked me lightly under the chin. Never fear. Im with you forever. Im indestructible, love. And Timmy? Nothing can hurt that kid. Not with you and me and his father watching out for him. Trust me, Jason. Ill stay safe. Its the only way I can be with you. Ill do nothing to jeopardize that.

I wondered if Paul ever said the same words to Sally.





WE DRAGGED my recliner from the study and lugged it down the basement stairs for Timmy to sit on while we worked. We planned to move the big chunks of concrete and dig under those tonight. There was also the added benefit that on the recliner, Timmy would be comfortable and maybe even be able to sleep while we worked. We could have him with us as long as possible, all the better to keep an eye on him.

The evening didnt cool off much with the setting of the sun, but it was better than the afternoon. We opened the security door leading out to the backyard and prayed a breeze would find its way into the basement. Sam and I wore our work clothes again. The same filthy tennis shoes and beat-up shorts we had worn the night before. We figured they were pretty well ruined anyway.

Like Timmys after his ordeal with the hockey stick, our hands were still sore from wielding the tools the night before. The gloves we wore made the pain almost bearable. Timmy had a giggling fit when Sam and I argued about which tools we would use. I wanted the shovel, but Sam didnt want the pick.

Finally, Timmy marched over to us with a scowl on his face, waving an accusatory finger around like a loaded gun while Thumper hung draped over his other arm like a melted candle. If you boys cant be nice, Im not going to let you play together anymore! he railed, for all the world like a worn-out mother down to her last ounce of patience. Then he burst out laughing. Sam and I rolled our eyes and went back to work. I got the shovel.

We had no way of knowing the longest night of our lives was about to begin.


Chapter 14
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I CAME to the conclusion early on during the second evening of digging up my basement floor that physical labor was not for me. I hated being sweaty and dirty, and I despised having every muscle and tendon in my body twanging like an overtightened guitar string. What I wanted to do was bathe, tuck Timmy into bed, and spend the rest of the night ravaging Sams scrumptious bodyand maybe coercing him into doing a little ravaging of mine as well. But that didnt seem to be happening anytime soon.

So we dug. And while we dug, Timmy once again took up his coloring book and colored. As the night deepened, the air grew sultrier. Off in the distance, I could hear a grumble of thunder from flashes of lightning stuttering on the horizon. Somewhere out there a storm was brewing, but it wouldnt reach the city. It was too far away. The house hunkered over us as still as death, heavy with anticipation, or so I imagined it to be.

When we could dig no more because every area had already been potholed by our tools, we tackled the pile of rubble in the corner where Timmy had sat the night before. We laboriously hefted or rolled large chunks of concrete to an area where we had already dug. It must have been the old concrete that was taken up from the basement floor outside the brick wall just prior to the new floor being laid. I couldnt imagine why Paul hadnt just hauled it away instead.

Some of the pieces were so large it took Sam and me both to lift them. We grunted our way through the pile, one chunk at a time, sweating, griping, cursing.

Two hours later, our hands aching, our legs trembling with exhaustion, Sam and I needed a break. We had sweated buckets. My back was wailing in misery, and a rock had worked its way inside my ruined tennis shoe and was driving me crazy. Timmy had dozed off in the recliner almost an hour ago, Thumper at his side. He had probably grown bored listening to us bitch.

One of the happiest moments in my life was when Sam tapped me on the shoulder and sawed an imaginary line across his throat, signaling we should quit for a while.

The bricked-off area of my basement was beginning to look like a lunar landscape, with upturned rills of dirt tossed haphazardly around. The floor lamp standing in the middle of this wasteland looked totally out of placerather like a naked store mannequin standing in the middle of a freshly plowed field.

With the pile of rubble moved from the corner and redeposited onto the already-dug earth, we had a whole new area of unscored ground to excavate.

But not yet.

Sam and I quietly tiptoed past Timmy, so as not to wake him, and dragged ourselves through the open security door and up the steps to the backyard. We plopped down in the grass, enjoying the cooler air outside, although there wasnt much of a breeze to brag about. A gibbous moon glared overhead, looking lopsided and strange. The stars were bright, Venus positively glowing. I could smell my orange tree and roses on the evening air. Night birds were fluttering in the eaves, disturbed by our presence, maybe, or by the flashes of lightning off in the distance. Miles away, somewhere in the city, a siren wailed. As I always do when I hear a far-off siren, I muttered a quick thank-you heavenward that it wasnt wailing for me or mine.

If Sam and I had not been doing what we were doing, namely digging up my basement for human remains, it would have been a lovely evening. But somehow that human remains thing knocked the loveliness right out of it.

We closed our eyes, breathed in the night air, and relaxed our weary muscles. As worn out as we were, Sams hand still came out of the darkness beside me and laid itself over mine. I smiled and opened my eyes to that stunningly odd moon shining over our heads. Sams next words knocked the smile off my face.

Still feel like something bad is going to happen?

I was a bit snippy with my answer. Attempting to unearth dead bodies always does that to me.

Yes.

Sam tried not to grin. I think he found my recalcitrance charming. Go figure. Itll be all right, Jason. Trust me.

My heart softened just looking at him in the moonlight. I made a concerted effort not to be such a horses ass. It took me a minute. Self-restraint is not my forte. I do, Sam, I said. I do trust you. Its the rest of the world I dont trust.

For that, Sam didnt seem to have an argument.

As much to change the subject as anything else, I said, Wed better go check on Timmy. Hes being awfully quiet in there.

He was asleep, Sam soothed. You worry too much.

And you dont worry enough, I said. Blink your eyes and that kid could tricycle his way to Prague. Lets go.

It was a good thing we did.

We found Timmy sitting at the edge of our newly rearranged pile of shattered concrete. Thumper, as loyal as ever, sat in the dirt before him, staring up at Timmys face with her head cocked to the side. Timmy was perched on one of the larger concrete chunks that it had taken both Sam and I considerable effort to move. His bare feet were in the dirt and his elbows were on his knees. He was staring at something in his hand. Something small and white. I could see it glistening in the light from the floor lamp in the corner.

Timmy turned at the sound of our footsteps. He had tears in his eyes.

Timmy? Sam said. Whats wrong?

The boy held his tiny hand out to us, clenched in a fist. Lookit, he said.

I stepped closer and dropped to my knees in front of him. What have you got? I asked. Show me. Open your hand. Its not another bug, is it?

Timmy shook his head.

Sam squatted beside me and reached out to wipe the tears from Timmys cheeks with his bandanna. What did you find? he asked gently. And why are you crying?

Timmy sucked in a shivering breath of air. His chin trembled. Daddy was hurt here. Daddy was hurt bad.

I ran my hand over Timmys shorn hair, trying to comfort him. What do you mean?

And he opened his fist. Lookit, he said again. Look what I found in the dirt. It was shining in the dark. I thought it was a diamond.

Sam and I gazed at the object lying on Timmys dusty palm. It was a tooth. A human tooth.

My God Sam didnt finish the sentence. I guess he figured it didnt need finishing.

The crowbar we had found flashed in my mind. The fucking crowbar.

I tried to pluck the tooth from Timmys hand, but he quickly pulled back and wrapped it safely inside his tiny fist again. Its mine, he said. It belonged to Daddy. That makes it mine.

I tried to give him a reassuring smile and bury my own fear at the same time. Youre right. Im sorry. It is yours, and no one elses. But tell us where you found it. Can you do that?

Sam squeezed up close to me, both of us staring intently at the boy. Yes, Sam said, tell us exactly where you found it. Please, Timmy. Its important.

Timmy pointed to the unturned ground in the corner. It was the spot from where we had moved the broken slabs of concrete. The only place we hadnt dug.

There, he said. Another tear skittered down Timmys cheek. I think

What, Sam asked, groaning his way to his feet. What do you think?

I stood with him. We were too tired to squat for long. Our legs were too sore. Together we waited for Timmy to answer.

Clutching the tooth in his fist, and holding his fist to his heart, Timmy gazed up at each of us in turn. First Sam, then me. The house stood silent above our heads, as if as eager to hear what Timmy had to say as we were.

Dropping his eyes from us, Timmy turned and stared down at the ground where he had pointed. I think Daddys still there, he said in a hoarse whisper, fighting back a sob. I think thats where he sleeps. All alone in the dirt. I think… thats why hes sad.

My pulse thundered in my head. I stared at the unchurned earth at my feet. Sam watched me, wondering what I was going to say, what I was going to do. I had no choice. There was only one option. We would have to dig. We would have to dig and dig until we solved this mystery once and for all. But not with Timmy here. No way.

We would have to put him to bed first.

Without consulting Sam, I scooped Timmy into my arms. Come on, kiddo. Its time for bed.

Timmy seemed exhausted. He didnt even argue. He simply nodded and reached out his arms for Thumper. Sam lifted the dog and placed her in the boys arms.

Come on, Sam said, his hand on Timmys shoulder, his eyes burning into mine, filled with sympathy and sorrowand excitement. God forgive me, but I think that same sense of excitement was burning in my eyes too. We were about to learn the truth, and we both knew it. It was all we could do to hide our exhilaration from Timmy.

But while there was exhilaration, for me there was also fear. Fear of the truths we were about to unearth. Literally. If Timmys father was indeed buried in the ground at our feet, then who had put him there? And how could it be anything but wrongful death?

Murder. How could it be anything but murder?

Lost in our separate thoughts, we carried Timmy up the stairs, through the ground floor of the house, and up the second flight of stairs to Sams bedroom. Just like Bugs Bunny told us to do.

God, I hoped I would never have to explain that Bugs Bunny part to the police.

I pulled off Timmys trousers and shirt and tucked him into Sams bed in his Marvin the Martian undershorts, dirty feet and all. I rattled off a litany of nonsensical words while I smoothed the sheet over him and laid Thumper at his side. Youre on vacation, kid. You get the night off from tooth-brushing and butt-scrubbing and pajama-wearing and all that other stuff you usually have to do. Youre tired. You can barely hold your eyes open. Sam and I are going to do some work downstairs. You sleep. Everything will look better in the morning. Thumpers here to protect you, all right?

Timmy nodded, his eyes heavy. He still clutched the tooth in his hand. I didnt mention it, and neither did he. So I let it stay where it was, wrapped snugly and lovingly in his warm little hand.

Tears sparkled in Timmys crystal-blue eyes yet again. A dimple appeared in his chin as he fought the urge to cry. Will Daddy be okay?

I patted his cheek and gave him a wink, all the while fighting back a sob of my own. Sure, honey. Daddyll be just fine.

He turned up his little mouth and gave me a weary smile. Good, he said as he snuggled into the pillow and closed his eyes.

Sam quietly set up the baby monitor on the nightstand by the bed and turned it on.

I switched off the light, and Sam and I moved to the door. I wasnt sure, but I thought Timmy was already asleep.

I was wrong.

As we closed the bedroom door quietly behind us, Timmy spoke from the slash of moonlight shining through the window onto the bed.

Uncle Jason, Uncle Sam?

Yes? I answered. What is it, Timmy?

Watch out for the bad man, he said. Daddy says hell be here soon.

What the hell does he mean by that?

I stared at Sam.

Hes half asleep. He doesnt know what hes saying, Sam whispered, clutching my shoulder, his lips to my ear.

I nodded for Sams benefit, but I wasnt so sure I agreed with him.

All right, Timmy, I said, loud enough for the boy to hear, but not loud enough to wake him if he was beginning to doze off. Well be careful. Now go to sleep.

We waited for a handful of heartbeats, and when Timmy didnt speak another word, I gently pulled the door closed until it clicked. I stepped to an antique secretary standing alone in the hallway, and from the top drawer, I extracted a key. It was a skeleton key that fit every lock in the house. I returned to Sams bedroom door and locked it.

When I was satisfied Timmy was safely locked inside, just like we had been instructed by that wascally goddamn wabbit, I dropped the key in my pocket.

Afraid to speak, afraid to voice our fears, Sam and I headed back to the basement. I grabbed the baby monitor from my bedroom on the way. No matter what lay ahead, I was determined Timmy would remain safe.

Nothing else mattered.

Except the bad man. What had Timmy meant by that?

Who the hell is the bad man?





I GRABBED the pick and just as quickly set it back down. Sam, I cant use the pick here. What if I… hit him? I shuddered. Only after I spoke the words did I fully admit to myself I believed it all now. I believed everything Sam had believed from the beginning. Paul was still here. He had never left this house.

Sam shuddered too, considering what Id said. Well use the shovel, then. And well dig carefully. Okay?

I nodded, rubbing the goose bumps from my arms. Okay.

I stared at the ground, my attention snagged by a tiny rill of dirt shifting beside my foot. It was moving by itself. I watched as a tiny avalanche of pebbles and earth buried my toe. What was going on? Why was the ground moving?

Feel it? Sam asked, clutching my arm. Feel the house trembling?

I ducked as beams creaked in the ceiling above our heads. It sounded like the house was gently settlingor quivering in anticipation. From beneath the stairs leading up to the service porch, I heard the hum of the baby monitor where we had plugged it in. Timmys room was silent, reassuring me the boy was still safe. The crackly static generated by the monitor, the mindless white sound it cast out across the basement, was like a promise to me that Timmy could come to no harm without my knowing.

We stood quietly, my hand at the back of Sams neck, waiting for the house to stop shuddering around us. Finally, it did. The creaking walls and ceiling once again grew still. Expectant. Only the reassuring hum of the baby monitor was left behind.

Sam laid the tip of the shovel to the dirt and drove it into the ground with his foot. He grunted as he turned up a spadeful of soil and tossed it a few feet away. He had a relieved expression on his face I fully understood. He hadnt hit anything.

Oh, Jesus, Jason. I dont know if Im ready for this. It was the first time Sam had shown any uncertainty at all. It astounded me to hear it now.

Want to call the police? I asked. Want to let them take it from here?

Sam shook his head. No. What if were wrong?

But were not wrong, I said.

Sam glowered. I know.

The line of his mouth narrowed in determination. His brow furrowed. He drove the shovel into the ground again, pressing it deep with his foot, once again tossing the upturned soil aside to keep it out of the way.

Sam hit a hard patch of earth so I moved in with my pick and carefully broke the ground up for him. Then I stepped back and let him go to work with the shovel again.

As he worked, I saw a tear slide down Sams cheek. That tooth, he muttered, his voice warped and raw with emotion. What did Paul go through before… the end?

I moved in and wrapped my arms around Sam, bringing his digging to a halt. He melted into me, letting me soak up his heartbreak, glad to be rid of it maybe. Glad to be sharing it. And I did feel it leak into me. But it wasnt the only misery I felt. My heart was breaking too.

I stroked Sams back and whispered into his ear. We were both trembling with exhaustion and emotion. I dont understand what could have brought it all on, Sam. What happened that changed Paul from a doting husband and father to ato a victim? How did so much evil enter into this house? There was a new baby. A young couple. Lives waiting to be led. And thenwhat? Murder? Cold-blooded murder? Out of nowhere? What the hell brought it on?

Sam could only shake his head, as confused by it all as I was. While we both seemed to have a handle on the reality of what had happened here, we still had no idea of the cause of it all.

And could Sally really be involved? Could my sister really lift that crowbar and swing it at the man who fathered her child? Smashing his face, breaking his teeth? Killing him? It was impossible to comprehend such a thing. But if she had, could she then turn around and bury the body like so much garbage. Even go to the trouble of hiring masons to construct a wall across her basement, sealing the gravesite away from prying eyes for what she hoped would be forever? Explaining the wall away as an upgrade to the property? Then selling the house, the ground, the grave, the body to her own brother as if nothing had happened here at all? Could Sally do that?

Could anyone do that? And if Sally did do it, how in Gods name could she live with the guilt? She had loved Paul once. She must have. Could she really take his life and then simply go on with her own, never looking back? Never considering the ramifications of her actions?

And what about her son? What about Timmy? Could she take such an important piece of his life away and never let him know what a wonderful man his father had been? Even go so far as to cut off the rest of Pauls family from the boy? Or did she do that to put Paul out of her mind? Was that the only way she could deal with the guilt of what she had done? The fewer reminders that Paul had ever existed at all, the easier it would be?

Could it really be that simple? That cold and that simple?

Sam pressed his stubbly cheek to mine. He kissed me, then gently pushed me away.

Lets get back to work. Lets finish this. I want this night to be over.

All right, I said and stepped back. Let me soften the ground for you.

He allowed me to stab the earth repeatedly with my heavy pick until I could barely lift it one more time; then he stepped in and took over, once again shoveling the dirt away, tossing it to the side. While he dug, the house remained silent, looming over us like a great bird of prey. Waiting. The baby monitor hummed its silent white song under the stairs. I could picture Timmy sleeping alongside his best friend, his troubles hopefully forgotten. For a while.

The tooth of his murdered father still clutched in his tiny fist.

Perhaps an hour later, Sam drove his spade into the pungent earth, and we heard the hollow thump of what sounded like the shovel striking a wooden box.

The sound startled us so, we froze like statues, staring at the ground at Sams feet. When we reclaimed our senses, I grabbed the pole lamp in the corner and dragged it closer. We looked in the hole Sam had been digging and saw a narrow expanse of leather and wood. It appeared to be the top of a treasure chest. Then I realized what it really was.

It was an old steamer trunk.

Sam tapped it with the shovel again. It rang hollow in the ground.

He scraped the shovel over the top of it, carefully exposing more and more of the trunk as he worked. The leather strips on the top of the trunk appeared rotten. The shovel peeled them off as if they were hardly connected to the wood at all. I saw a buckle. A brass buckle, green and corroded with age and moisture. Then another. The top of the steamer trunk was rounded and fat. I wondered if it had belonged to the old lady who owned the house before Sally. Perhaps it had been in the basement when Sally bought the property from her.

But what was it doing here, buried in the ground? And how could I be dumb enough to even ask myself that question?

What the fuck did I think it was doing here buried in the ground?

Oh lord, Sam. My heart was in my throat. I had the horrible sensation of being on the verge of heaving my guts out. That realization made me think, Crime scene. Dont do it. Dont puke. For Christs sake, dont puke.

Oh God.

Hes here, Sam said. His tears were falling once again. He had a stunned expression on his face, as if he had really not believed any of it until this very moment. As if it had been a game. Just a game. Hes here at our feet, Jason. My brother. Paul. Hes here in front of us.

I tried to put a lie to it all. It was the only way I could cope. I had to deny it. All of it.

You dont know that, I said. There could be a hundred reasons for this steamer trunk to be buried here.

Sam gave me an incredulous look. Name one.

When I didnt answer, he made a few more scrapings with the tip of the shovel. Then he cast it aside and dropped to his knees. He cleared the rest of the dirt from the top of the trunk with his hands, scraping around the edges with his fingers, seeking for the edge of the lid, trying to find the latch. It was a large trunk. Almost four feet long. Broad and deep. There was a handle on one end, but on the other end the handle was missing, rotted away in the dirt, perhaps.

Jason, Sam breathed, getting my attention. He had found the latch. It was broken. Bent. He rattled it in his fingers and the latch clicked open.

Sam looked up at me hovering over him. He was trembling. We both were. His face was filthy. Tears had swept clean streaks along his cheeks. His eyes were red.

It isnt locked, he said. The latch is broken. The trunk isnt locked.

With trembling hands, he reached out to lift the lid.

And a voice behind us said, Well, locked or unlocked, he wasnt going anywhere, now was he?


Chapter 15
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SAM AND I whirled around. I stood so fast after leaning over the steamer trunk that my vision darkened, and I teetered for a moment, almost losing my balance. Sam grabbed me and kept me from toppling over. My hand clenched in Sams, we stepped through the ragged doorway, leaving the shadows behind. We squinted against the glare of the fluorescent lights burning over the basement proper and sought the source of the voice.

Jacks voice.

He stood at the base of the stairs leading down from the backyard. He had that same cocky expression on his face I was used to seeing. But there was another element to the expression now. A fiercer element. He looked like a caged lion who has finally grown tired of his restraints and has readied himself to fight back by biting off the keepers head. It took me less than a second to realize that this new and ferocious Jack was probably the real thing. The pompous, snide persona I was used to seeing was just a watered down version of what Jack could really become if he set his mind to it.

Evil, after all, isnt always evil. It is only evil when it chooses to be.

It appeared to me as if Jack had finally chosen.

He eyed Sam up and down, took in the hole in the brick wall behind us, then centered his attention on me. You just couldnt leave things well enough alone, could you, Rosemary? You had to snoop and pry and dig around. No pun intended. You also knocked a hole in the wall I built. Do you know how much trouble it was to lay those bricks? As if that isnt bad enough, we had to cut our vacation short because of you two nosy fucks. Hopped the first flight out of Providence and here we are. Ready to kick some ass.

So youre the bad man, I said. I wondered who Timmy was referring to.

Jack sneered. That little brat. What does he have to do with anything?

Sam stepped forward. He was trembling again, but this time it wasnt from exhaustion. It wasnt from fear either. It was from rage. Timmy has everything to do with it. Unless Im mistaken, thats his father lying in there dead, stuffed in that steamer trunk like an old memento. His father and my brother. Thats where he died, isnt it?

Jack snarled. Why do you think I built the wall? Cant leave forensic evidenceblood stains and stufflying around for just anybody to find. Best to cover it up. So I did. And it stayed covered up until you morons came along.

Sams voice was a cold fury. So you did kill him. You did kill my brother.

Jacks face twisted into a vicious smile. He merely stared back. First at Sam, then at me. Actually, no, he quietly stated.

Liar! Sam spat.

Sam made a move beside me, and I reached out and clutched his arm, not sure what he was about to do.

Apparently, Jack wasnt sure what Sam was capable of either. He pulled a revolver from behind his back and leveled it at Sams chest. It was a big revolver. I mean a really big revolver. A .357 Magnum. I knew, because I dated a cop once who liked to play with his guns. Dont ask.

Jack seemed to enjoy the way Sam and I stared at the gun in his hand. Oh, I stopped by the house on the way here in case I needed a little firepower to back me up. Like it?

Suddenly, I was as furious as Sam. How dare you bring that thing into my house! Theres a child here, you stupid fuck!

Jack simpered. Where is he? Upstairs in bed? Jack pointed the gun at the ceiling. Now where would that be exactly? This thing will punch a bullet through two floors and a roof and still keep on going. Id hate for the kid to get in the way of an errant bullet, wouldnt you? He lowered the gun back to me this time. So back off. Both of you. Step back through that hole in the wall you made. I want to see what youve done.

No, I said. The last thing I intended to do was leave myself and Sam at this jerkoffs mercy behind that brick wall where he had already stashed one body. Wheres Sally? What have you done with her?

At that, Jack barked a cold laugh. What have I done with her? Thats a good one. Im afraid you dont know your sister very well. Who do you think masterminded this whole thing? Who do you think led poor Paul down here into this basement and had him turn away just long enough to

Shut up, Sally hissed. And there she was, standing at the top of the other staircase. The one leading into the house. She must have kept a front door key from when she owned the home before.

Jack clapped his mouth shut, but there was a nasty sneer on his face that frightened me even more than the gun. He looked like a man who didnt have too many viable options left. And that scared the hell out of me.

Sally turned to us, ignoring Jack for the moment. She too was staring at the hole in the brick wall behind Sam and me. I told Jack you wouldnt be dumb enough to dig around looking for Pauls body, but I guess I was wrong. I thought when I sold you the house, Jason, I could keep an eye on it. Stop anything happening if you started snooping around. Anything… embarrassing.

That was too much for Sam. Embarrassing! he screamed. You murdered my brother! Dont you understand what youve done? You murdered an innocent man! A good man! The father of your child, for Christs sake! What is wrong with you people?

Sally slowly descended the stairs as Jack continued to hold the .357 Magnum on us. There was a sad smile on Sallys face. In point of fact, Sam, I didnt kill your brother at all. It was all an accident. You see, I was stupid enough to begin an affair with Jack. Weve worked together for years, you know. Paul found out about it and confronted us. He called Jack over on the pretense of inviting him to dinner, and he told us everything he knew. Things got out of hand. They fought, Jack and Paul. And while they were fighting, they tumbled down the stairs. It was an accident. A horrible accident. Paul… broke his neck. He died right here at the foot of these stairs. He died in my arms.

The house gave a gentle lurch above our heads. Ceiling beams groaned. I saw Sally grab the handrail on the stairs. Neither she nor Jack seemed particularly surprised.

I see hes still here, she said. Still jiggling the woodwork, trying to scare us.

I couldnt believe it. You knew Paul was haunting this house, and you didnt tell me?

Sally really laughed at that. With everything else I had to keep from you, dear brother, that seemed like a minor consideration, wouldnt you agree?

Sally, I said, let me call the police. We can get this straightened out. If Pauls death was accidental

The next voice we heard stunned us all. It was Timmy speaking through the baby monitor under Sallys feet. Its all a lie. Daddy didnt fall. They hit him. They hit him with that metal thing you found. The crowbar. They hit him with the crowbar. They hit his face. You saw the tooth. You know its true. They killed Daddy on purpose. Daddy didnt even have time to cry out. They killed Daddy before Daddy even knew what was going to happen.

Sally leaned over the handrail and spotted the baby monitor perched on a box below. Then she turned and stared toward the top of the stairs. She looked back to me. Where is he? Im taking him home. Hes obviously irrational. Like I warned you, Jason, youll never see my son again. I hope youre satisfied.

Youre not touching him, Sam said. Neither one of you.

And at that, Jack cocked the gun. The metallic ratcheting sound froze us all in place.

Sally spat like a cat. Put that thing away!

Jack eased the hammer down on the gun, but he still didnt aim it at anything other than Sam and me. I wasnt sure, but I thought his hand was starting to tremble from the weight of the thing. That wasnt a promising development either.

Sams fingers were squeezing my arm so tightly he was cutting off the circulation. I eased myself away from his grip. His gaze kept sliding from Sally to Jack. Back and forth. I could sense him trying to formulate a plan.

I feared it would take greater minds than ours to come up with a solution to this mess.

Sally descended the last two steps of the staircase and passed within a foot of us as she moved to Jacks side. She strode across the basement floor with such assurance, neither Sam nor I thought to grab her, use her as a shield, try to bargain for our safety with her own. Like fools, we simply let her go by.

She grabbed the gun from Jack before any of us knew what she was intending to do. Including Jack. He looked surprised to find himself suddenly unarmed.

Go upstairs and get Timmy. Hes probably in bed in one of the upstairs bedrooms. Dont bring him down here. Take him out to the car. Ill join you in a minute.

What about these two? Jack growled. We cant just let them go to the co

Do what I said! she snapped. Go get the boy!

Sam tensed at my side. We both did. I wasnt about to let that creep lay his hands on Timmy.

Dont do it, I warned as he walked past me.

He snickered, muttered a curse, and kept walking. Sam moved to intercept.

Sally stepped closer and aimed the gun at Sam. Let him go, she ordered. To Jack, she roared, Do it! Go upstairs and get Timmy!

Jack was at the top of the stairs, just reaching for the door, when Timmys voice came once again through the baby monitor under the stairs. Mommy and Jack played a game on Daddy. They tricked him into coming down to the basement, and when he wasnt looking, they hit him with the crowbar. Daddy didnt fall down the stairs. They werent having dinner together. Mommy and Jack snuck up on him and beat him until he couldnt move. He tried to fight back, but he didnt have a chance. They beat him and left him to die all alone. And all the time he was dying, he only thought of me. He only thought of me. They buried him and told everyone he ran away. Thats what happened. Thats what really happened.

Thats a lie, Sally screamed to the ceiling. It didnt happen that way at all. It didnt!

Only then did it dawn on me that perhaps they werent really Timmys words we were hearing at all. I flashed back to Bugs Bunny speaking to us through the TV. Was Paul simply using Timmy as a conduit to speak to the living? Us. Was that why sometimes Timmys words seemed too mature for a four-year-old? Was Timmy actually still sound asleep in Sams old bedroom upstairs?

God, I certainly hoped so. The last thing I wanted was for him to hear any of this.

At that moment, it seemed our resident ghost decided to take a more proactive approach to the evenings festivities.

Sallys blonde hair suddenly flew out behind her as a surge of wind tore into her, almost knocking her off her feet. Dust from the basement floor billowed into her face. She turned away to protect her eyes, and the moment she did, Sam lunged for the gun.

Before he reached it, a horrific crash shattered the night around us, stopping Sam in his tracks and making me crouch away from the sound in stunned terror. We spun to see Jack pinwheeling at the top of the wooden stairs leading up to the service porch, trying to keep his balance as the steps crumbled beneath him. In one horrifying explosion of splinters and dust and lumber, the stairs gave way and crashed to the basement floor, carrying Jack with them. He landed atop the crowbar, which Sam had leaned against the railing at the base of the stairs. The crowbar pierced Jacks leg like a metal spear.

Jack hit the floor screaming, the crowbar wedged crosswise through his thigh. His leg was covered with blood before the last timber fell around him. A moment later, a heavy support beam toppled over and struck Jack in the head, knocking him unconscious, which was a shame. I rather enjoyed hearing him scream.

From beneath the rubble, we heard the baby monitor crackle and squawk, obviously on its last legs, and amid the staticky electronic rumble, Timmys voice saying, Oops, and then a giggle.

Sam stared at the ruined staircase and muttered, Thank you, Paul. He turned his eyes to Sally, bright with new hope. Now its just you and us.

Sally glared right back. If she cared about Jacks fate, she didnt show it. She barely glanced his way. Stay back, she ordered Sam.

I tried to reason with her. Put the gun down, Sally. I cant pretend to know why you did what you did, but you have to see its over now. You arent going to make it worse by killing me and Sam, are you?

Her hair was wild from the wind that had struck her earlier, her eyes red, her mascara smudged from the cloud of dust Paul had thrown in her face. The gun was so heavy in her grasp she had to aim it in our direction with both hands.

I didnt kill anybody, Jason. It was Jack. Jack did it all. You have to believe me. When Paul found out about the affair between Jack and me, he said he wanted me to leave. Immediately. He said he was taking the house, Timmy, everything. He said he never wanted to see me again. I was terrified, Jason! Without my share of the house, Id have nothing. Nothing! But still… it was Jacks decision to kill Paul. Not mine. You have to believe that.

She stared at the hole in the bricks behind me, her eyes vacantly peering through the damaged wall as if she was remembering what she had left behind there three years earlier. Her husband. The father of her child. The last hope she would ever have of calling herself a good woman.

She glanced at Jack, unconscious and bleeding on the basement floor. There was no sympathy in her eyes. None whatsoever. I thought Jack loved me, but he never did. He only used me. Hes still using me.

Sam turned to the wall as if Sallys gun did not exist, diminishing her hold over him with that one simple movement. Im going to look inside the chest. I want to see my brothers body with my own eyes.

Sally pierced me with a stare full of hurt and anguish… and anger. So you really dug up the trunk. You actually found the body.

Yes, I said. We found the body. Theres no way for this to just disappear now, Sally. You have to think of that boy upstairs. Try to make things right with him. Give me the gun. Let me call the police. I can finish this now, if youll let me.

She turned to Sam, her eyes vacant. Uncaring. You want to see the body? Go ahead. I wont stop you.

Sam walked away, his back straight, proud and firm and unafraid. I was never more in love with him than I was at that moment. I followed him into the shadows behind the wall. Sally followed too. For a ways. She did not step into the darkness beyond but only peered through the opening, seemingly as eager to see what was in the chest as we were. Only later would I realize I was wrong in that assumption. Sallys mind had already disconnected. She had already made other plans.

Sam and I knelt beside the hole where the steamer trunk still rested. We attempted to lift it from its grave but knew immediately it would need to be dug all the way free to be extracted. It was too heavy, too well gripped by the dirt around it. We would have to make do with opening the lid where it lay.

I reached out for the pole lamp and dragged it closer to better illuminate the trunk.

Sam gripped the broken latch and, with a grunt, swung the squeaking lid up and out of the way. A reek like I had never known before filled the air around us. I closed my eyes against the stench. Then slowly, I opened them again.

Oh my God, Sam breathed. He turned to face my sister again. You liar! You fucking liar! Youre the one who killed him! You!

I grabbed Sams arm. What is it? What are you seeing? I couldnt bring myself to look inside the trunk. I simply couldnt do it.

Pauls hand! Sam cried, his voice ravaged by sorrow and fury. Look at his hand!

And finally, I forced myself to peer inside the steamer trunk. At the body there. Wrapped in plastic. Wedged tight, doubled up to fit inside. Knees to face. Flesh eaten away by time under the clear plastic wrapping. Mouth agape in a silent eternal scream, the teeth inside that horrible gaping maw ragged and shattered, destroyed by the killers repeated blows with the crowbar.

And then my eyes fell on the one sooty hand, mummified, poking from the plastic. Withered and blackened with age. Clutching even now a fistful of long blonde hair.

Sallys hair.

At that moment I understood it all. Every lie she had told us. Every single one.

I turned to confront the woman I thought Id known all my life. My sister. The woman I knew now to be a stranger. A murderer. The woman I knew now had done everything Sam suspected her of doing.

I turnedand Sally was gone.

A moment later, a shot rang out from the top of the stairs at the back of the house. The clap of the gunshot echoed away into the distant sky like the cry of a startled bird. The night fell to silence around us.


Epilogue
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TIMMYS NEW blue suit matched his eyes perfectly. Sam and I loved it. Timmy hated it.

I look stupid.

No, you dont.

Its too many clothes. I cant breathe.

Yes, you can.

The tie is choking me.

No, its not.

Do I have to wear shoes?

Hell yes.

Theyre too shiny. They hurt.

They hurt your feet?

No, they hurt my eyes.

Oh please.

Wheres Thumper?

Sleeping on the couch.

How come she doesnt have to get dressed up?

Shes old. When youre old, you wont have to get dressed up either.

What if Grandma and Grandpa dont like me?

Theyll love you.

What if I dont like them?

Dont let them know, or theyll take your presents back.

Im getting presents?

I wouldnt be surprised.

I guess Ill like them, then.

I thought you would.

Sam and I stood arm in arm behind the kid as he stood on my bed and stared at his reflection in my dresser mirror. We beamed like a couple of proud, doting parents. Which now I suppose we were.

I look like a sissy. People will think I like boys, Timmy grumped and bitched and whined, tugging at his tie, tugging at the tail of his coat, tugging at the seat of his pants.

Everybody knows Jason and I are the only ones in the family who like boys, Sam said. You like girls.

No, I dont, Timmy said, twisting around and trying to see his rear end. Girls suck.

Sam laughed. Well, then, maybe you do like boys. Anyway, we wont have to worry about it for a few years. Currently, youre pretty harmless to either sex.

Timmy smirked and pointed an accusatory finger. Omm. You said sex.

I smirked and pointed a finger at Sam too. Omm. You did. You said sex.

Sam rolled his eyes. Even my lovers a four-year-old.

Ill prove you wrong later.

Sam bumped me with his hip. Good. See that you do.

Timmy watched us in the mirror. Does Grandma and Grandpa know you guys are like boyfriends?

Sam nodded. Yes, they do. I told them myself.

Whatd they say? he asked.

They didnt care. They just wanted to talk about you. No sense of priorities at all. I was thoroughly disappointed in them.

I laughed, but Timmy wasnt listening. I got the impression he was beginning to appreciate the way he looked in the suit. He fluffed his lapels and ran a finger and thumb down the crease of his pants. After perching on one foot and buffing one of his shoe tops on the back of his leg, he struck a pose and smiled at himself in the mirror. A real hambone.

Im cute, he stated matter-of-factly. Dont you think Im cute?

My God, Sam said. I guess maybe you like boys after all. Thats what Uncle Jason says every morning when hes staring at himself in the mirror shaving.

I grabbed a fistful of Sams hair and playfully tried to wrench it out of his head. He screamed like a little girl, and we collapsed onto the bed, knocking Timmy off his feet. The three of us rolled into each others arms, laughing and squirming around like three four-year-olds.

I was tickling everybody I could grab.

Dont do that, or Ill pee! Sam screamed.

Me too, Timmy screamed right behind him. Uh-oh. I think I already did.

Sam and I froze. Youre kidding, right? You didnt pee in your new suit, did you?

Timmy howled. Tears squirted out of his eyes, he laughed so hard. Suckers!

A car horn blared outside. The three of us froze in midwrestle. Holy crap! I said. Theyre here.

I rolled off the bed and grabbed Timmy, standing him on his feet at the foot of the bed. The kid was a mess. His tie was twisted all the way around and hanging down his back, his shirt was out of his pants, and he was missing a shoe. At least his hair wasnt messed up, but then, he didnt have any.

Wheres your shoe? Sam cried.

Timmy shrugged. Hell, I dont know.

Watch your language! Sam and I barked in unison.

Before we could find his shoe or do anything else to make the kid look a little more presentable, the front doorbell rang.

Presents! Timmy squealed and took off running with one shoe on, one shoe off, and his brand new suit hanging askew all over the place. He flew down the stairs before Sam or I could grab him.

Rather than chase after the kid, which he probably figured he would be doing for the next fourteen or fifteen years anyway, Sam walked into my arms. Theyll just have to accept him the way he is. And dont worry. My folks will accept you too. Theyll have to if they ever want to see their grandson again.

Oh, goodie, I said. We have leverage. Well go to their house for holidays, and Ill never have to cook a Christmas dinner again. Or Easter, or Thanksgiving, or Fourth of

Sam gave me a shake to shut me up. I love you, Jason. The three of us are going to be very happy together.

The house gave a tiny rumble over our heads. I could hear the toothbrushes clatter in the toothbrush holder in the bathroom. In the next room, a small picture fell off the wall with a thump. Sams mother gave a slightly hysterical Ooh! somewhere downstairs.

Sam gazed up at the ceiling. Sorry, Paul. The four of us are going to be very happy. Dont throw one of your snits.

A staggering gust of wind blasted us in the face, blowing our hair straight up into the air. Our clothes flapped around us like flags in a monsoon while we laughed and tried to duck away. Then the wind stopped, as quickly as it came.

Cranky-ass ghost, Sam muttered, still laughing. He turned to the mirror and tried to arrange his clothes and hair to make himself more presentable. When he was satisfied with himself, he stood in front of me and tried to make me more presentable too. Smoothing my hair, straightening my shirt. Giving me a heartening chuck on the chin. He also gave me a kiss on the lips because he knew I was nervous, meeting his parents for the first time and all. I loved him for that. Of course, I loved him for a lot of other reasons too.

Sams face grew serious as he broke off the kiss and pressed his forehead to mine. Timmy hasnt mentioned his mother at all.

The sadness I kept trying to bury in my heart made a sudden reappearance, giving me another jolt of anguish, just as it always did when it popped up out of nowhere. I know, Sam. I dont think her death has soaked in yet. I pray Sally doesnt end up haunting the place. One ghost in residence is plenty.

I dont imagine Paul would let her take up residence.

No, I said, praying Sam was right. I dont suppose he would.

Sam offered me a sad little smile. I love you so much. Taking Timmy in. Letting me be a part of your family. Having the good sense to fall in love with me too, just when I was falling in love with you. Is that synergy, or what?

I laid my hand to Sams cheek and stared deep into his eyes. He was joking, but I was not. Without you, I said, it wouldnt be a family. And you love that boy as much as I do. Itll be all right. I know it will. Well be happy, and well make Timmy happy too. Well get him started on a good life. Its the least we can do after everything hes been through already.

Yes was all Sam said. It was all he needed to say.

He took my hand and together we made a regal descent down the stairs to the living room, where Timmy was holding court with his new grandparents. I could hear him schmoozing them as we approached, telling them how he hoped they hadnt brought him any presents since he didnt have anything for them.

What a little con man the kid was.

I clutched Sams hand all the tighter as a happy smile spilled out across my face.





WITH ALL the new toys showered on him from his grandparents scattered around, there was hardly room for Timmy and Thumper on his new bed. The bed was new because we had replaced it after the bullet that passed through Sallys skull, also passed through the side of the house and blasted a hole in Timmys old mattressthe mattress the boy had not been sleeping on at the time because his father, in the guise of good old Bugs Bunny, had previously warned us to move him somewhere safe.

The .357 bullet, coated with Sallys blood and brain matter, had passed through Timmys mattress and kept right on going, gouging a hole through the opposite wall and flying on out into the night. Later, the police would search for it for hours, but it was never found. For all I know, it is still flying, still seeking other prey. Still hungry.

That was the night a dead father saved his living sons life. A tidbit we failed to mention to the investigating police. They would never have believed us anyway.

Timmy remembered none of what happened that night. As I suspected at the time, it wasnt Timmy speaking to us through the baby monitor. It was Paul. It was Paul all along. Working to save us. Working to save us all.

Sam and I sat perched on either side of the new mattress, tucking Timmy in. Timmy was wearing his rocket-ship pajamas and twiddling Thumpers ear as he lay there looking up at us through sleepy eyes. He was tired. We all were. It had been a long day.

That man in the black dress said I would live with you now, Timmy said to me. Will Sam live here too?

He was a judge, Timmy. And yes, youll live here with Sam and me from now on. Well be your mommy and daddy. Just like a regular family. I hope thats okay.

Which one of you is gonna be Mommy?

He is, Sam and I said in unison, hooking a thumb at each other.

Timmy giggled. Will my real daddy be able to stay here too?

Sam smiled, running his fingers over Timmys close-cropped hair. It was finally starting to grow out a little. Your real daddy can stay here as long as he wants. I like knowing hes around. Dont you?

Timmy nodded. Hes funny sometimes.

I know he is, Sam said.

I like his windstorms.

Me too.

Will Mommy come to visit? Timmy asked.

There it was. The question I had been dreading. Through the sheet, I cupped Timmys tiny foot in my hand as I leaned down and kissed his forehead. I guess thats up to Mommy, kiddo. Would you like her to come and visit?

Timmy looked over at Sam, then back to me. I guess its up to Daddy. If she comes to visit, shell have to stay in the walls with him. Shes dead, you know. She died the other day.

I nodded. I know, baby. Im sorry.

Do you think Daddyll let her visit if I ask him real nice?

I think he might.

Then Ill do that later. Timmy pointed to the chair in the corner. Sometimes when Im sleeping, he sits over there and watches me. If he comes tonight, Ill ask him.

Good, I said. You do that. Let us know what he says.

I will, Mommy, Timmy said, and the three of us burst into laughter.

No mention was made of Jack by anyone, and that was fine with me. Let him talk big and swagger in prison for a few decades while hes gimping around on his ruined leg. At least, he was out of our hair.

Sam poked Timmy on the nose with a big gentle fist. Go to sleep now.

Sam and I took turns kissing Timmy goodnight. When we were finished, he said, Kiss the dog. So we kissed Thumper too. Unimpressed, Thumper yawned like a hippopotamus, which Timmy thought was hilarious.

We left the bedroom door ajar, and arm in arm, Sam and I ambled to our room down the hall, where I closed the door behind us. There, alone at last, I pulled him into a kiss.

I tugged his shirt over his head, and he did the same for me.

But Sams mind was apparently elsewhere. The basement is no longer a crime scene. We have to fix that wall sometime soon. And fill up the hole on the other side. And repair the stairs.

Ill call a carpenter tomorrow, I said. I have more important things to do tonight.

Like what?

Like you.

Sam folded me into his arms. It seemed I had finally grabbed his attention. I like the sound of that. He drew back almost immediately, his face solemn, his eyes gentle. Im sorry about Sally, Jason. I dont understand any of it, do you? Her and Jack. Why they did what they chose to do.

No. I dont think I ever will. But in a way, I think she atoned for her sins by finishing it the way she did. I still cant decide if it was an act of strength or cowardice, but I would prefer to think of it as strength. As an act of contrition. The only way she could say she was sorry. To Paul, to Timmy, to all of us.

Then think of it that way, Jason. Do whatever you can to get yourself past it. Dont let yourself get bogged down in grief. People are relying on you now. Timmy. Me. And speaking of me, thank you for still loving me. You know, after everything thats happened. Everything I dragged you into. The truths I forced you to face.

Those truths would have come out sooner or later, I said. And Sam, I would have still loved you no matter how this all ended. None of it was your fault. You only did what was right. What had to be done.

I know, but

Lets just concentrate on each other now. On each other and on Timmy. We have our work cut out for us. Raising that little brat to adulthood isnt going to be easy. I expect it will take a terrible toll on our sanity.

Sam laughed. Im sure well do just fine.

And unless youve forgotten, you have a job interview with the city of San Diego tomorrow. My little electrician is going to start raking in the big bucks.

Heres hoping, he said, drawing me closer and sliding his lips over mine. But like you said earlier, I have other things on my mind at the moment. Let me make love to you, Jason. I dont want to think about anything tonight but you. I want to feel you trembling beneath me.

He didnt have to ask me twice.

We fell on the bed, and just as things were getting interesting, we heard the rustle of bedclothes coming through the baby monitor. The squeak of a bedspring. The scrape of chair legs on a hardwood floor.

Sam and I, naked and wrapped in each others arms, stopped what we were doing and listened. We heard the merry tinkle of Timmys laughter. Thumper gave a teeny yip.

Then Timmys words came through the monitor, as clear as daylight, as crisp as night, and as hopeful as a summer dawn.

Hello, Daddy, he said. Sit over here. I want to ask you a question.
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