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TO MY FAVOURITE ELIZABETH,

WHO ONCE WAS A BUSSIE,

(RUSSIAN FOR BESSIE)

BUT NOW IS JUST

COUSIN LIZ.

ONE

BLACK CAT RIDGE, TEXAS, THE PRESENT

T
hey’re all asleep in there. Thinking they’re safe. They stole her from me again. They won’t win next time. Bessie’s mine. She belongs with me. If I have to kill the whole family to get her, I will.

E.J., THE PRESENT

I woke up with a start. The clock said three a.m., but my body said something was wrong. Pulse rapid, breath coming in quick gulps. I counted heads. My husband, Willis, lay beside me, snoring as only he can. The kids had gone upstairs only a few hours ago, really – midnight, one a.m. God, I had no idea when we finally stopped going over it and over it and all of us went off to our respective beds. That’s what woke me. It wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

I had been in Austin for four days for a convention. I’m a romance writer and this had been a biggie for me; I’d been nominated for a Lady, the most prestigious award in the romance biz. I’d lost, but still . . . And then all that glory had come crashing down with the death of my roommate. Willis had rushed to my side, leaving our kids in the care of his mother, Vera.

But they’d had plans of their own, my children. Plans that nearly got them killed.

I climbed out of bed, careful not to awaken Willis, and moved to the window seat. The window was open to the cool night air of April, and I could hear the cicadas trilling their messages, the first sign of summer.

Summer comes early in central Texas. In a month the song of the cicadas would be muted by a closed window and the hum of central air-conditioning. After ten hours of hot Texas sun, even at midnight the roof tiles would still be hot to the touch.

But at that moment, the back yard was bathed in moonlight, washing the color out of everything: the redwood picnic table, the faded red and blue plastic swing set that had been sitting in that same spot for ten years. If Willis had his way, it would still be sitting there when we had grandchildren to play on it. And maybe that wasn’t a bad idea.

Grandchildren. That all depended upon our ability to keep our current children alive.

I’m not a person who worries over what almost happened. I’ve been through enough in my life to glory in the almost-happened, to relish it, to cherish it. The problem now, this night, was that it wasn’t over.

The kids thought it was. And thinking that, they could find the macabre humor lying beneath it all. I’d been in these situations enough to know that a threat like my girls had endured didn’t just stop when the stalker ran away. No. Stalkers don’t stop. They come back, and back, and back. Until they’re satisfied in their sick-puppy minds. And I’m afraid the only thing that would satisfy this sicko was the rape or death of my daughter Bessie. And that was not going to happen. Willis and I would find this sicko, and he would go to jail.

Or die.

Where to start? It goes back ten years, really, to the day I walked next door to my neighbors to get the kids for carpool. The most horrible day of my life.

BLACK CAT RIDGE, TEXAS, 1999

It was my week to drive the carpool. After a long, wet weekend I was more than happy to bundle up my kids and get them to their respective schools. Rainy days and small children don’t go well together. I got my two, Graham, six years old, and Megan, four years old, into the station wagon, got them buckled, and honked the horn for my next-door neighbor, Terry Lester. Her two younger children, Aldon, ten, and Bessie, four, were to ride with me. Her oldest, Monique, sixteen, was driven to school by her father. It was bad enough that I had to take my troops to two different schools – the expensive private pre-K for the two four-year-olds, and the public elementary for my Graham and Terry’s Aldon.

There was no response from the house next door. Cursing under my breath, I told my kids to stay put and ran to the Lesters’ back door, dodging puddles from the weekend’s rain. The door was unlocked as we usually didn’t lock up much out here in suburbia. Stepping inside Terry’s kitchen, I got my first hint: the coffee pot was sitting on the counter, cold and empty. Second hint: no boxes of cereal on the kitchen table, no spill of milk, no lights, no camera, no action. Diagnosis: the Lesters had overslept again. I called out Terry’s name, then headed for the staircase leading to the bedrooms. This wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to wake up the Lester family.

Terry’s house was neater than mine and more formal than mine. Hell, the boys’ locker room at the high school was more formally decorated than my house. I had to pass through the dining room with its Chippendale-style table, chairs, and sideboard into the foyer to get to the stairs. From there I could see into the living room, with its impossibly cream-colored couch and loveseat, the pale carpet without a spot on it, and the knick-knacks my children couldn’t keep their hands off.

I headed up the stairs. I had only taken one step when I saw the stains on the walls. Then I smelled it. Two distinct smells, actually. One I recognized but didn’t want to admit. One that matched the stains on the wall. The other was something new, something bad.

I stepped back, my mind gone suddenly blank. Something was wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong, but I didn’t know what. And I didn’t want to know what. Without much thought I ran out of the house, got my kids out of the station wagon and into our own home.

‘Take your sister upstairs!’ I yelled at Graham.

‘Why?’ he yelled back.

‘Because I said so!’ I said, grabbing the phone in the entry hall. I dialed 911 and told the operator to get someone out to the Lesters’ address. While I was still on the phone with 911, I felt a presence on the stairs. I turned and saw my daughter Megan standing at the top of the stairs, tears in her eyes, her pretty face scrunched up.

‘Megan, go back to your—’

‘I’m not playing with Bessie no more—’

‘Anymore,’ I automatically corrected. ‘Honey, I’m on the phone—’

‘She won’t even wave at me!’ Megan wailed.

‘Megan, I don’t know what you’re talking about—’

‘She’s just standing there at the window being mean!’ Megan said.

The implications of what my daughter was saying finally dawned on me. I dropped the phone and ran up the stairs. The window in Megan’s room overlooked the connecting driveways of our house and the Lesters’ next door. Straight across from Megan’s window on the second floor was Bessie’s. And Megan was right: Bessie was standing at her own window, her face and clothes matted with rusty red.

I grabbed Megan and took her into her brother’s room. ‘Graham, watch Megan.’

‘Is she gonna do tricks?’ replied my smart-alec son.

‘Do it!’ I said. There must have been something in my voice. For once, my six-year-old son actually obeyed.

I ran out of the house to the Lesters’ back door. It was still open, just the way I left it. And somewhere upstairs, beyond the blood I’d seen on the stairway, Bessie stood, obviously hurt but alive. I knew I couldn’t wait for the police, or an ambulance, or anyone else. I was there. And so was Bessie.

I’ve never thought to ask myself if I’m brave. That’s not one of those characteristics women think a lot about. That’s a man’s bailiwick. In retrospect, I don’t think going after Bessie was all that brave, not if bravery is a conscious decision. I was running on instinct; there was nothing conscious about going into that house at all.

Once inside, I headed for the stairway, and turned on the light. The marks on the walls were reddish brown, and the smell was distinctive. I hurried up the stairs to the landing and, turning, started to head up the second half of the flight but tripped, falling face first. And landing on ten-year-old Aldon, lying on his back, his eyes opened, the formerly feisty blue eyes now almost opaque in death. The top of his pajamas was covered in blood. I scrambled off him, throwing myself backwards against the wall. I felt the bile rise in my throat, and jumping to my feet, ran back down the stairs for the clear air outside.

I gulped in lungfuls of warm spring air. My body was shaking all over and I knew I had to get home, back to my own babies and away from whatever had happened at the Lester house. After two steps in the direction of my own home, I remembered Bessie. Standing at the window, staring into space – covered with blood and gore. But alive. I couldn’t leave four-year-old Bessie in that house. I couldn’t.

I hugged the wall as I gingerly stepped around little Aldon, trying not to touch or disturb him in any way. At the head of the stairs I turned right again, starting toward the end of the hall where Bessie’s room was. Terry and Roy’s room was the first on the left. My eyes seemed to have a mind of their own and swiveled to the open doorway of the parents’ room.

Sitting on the floor, his back against the open door, was Roy, or what was left of him. I only recognized him from the pajamas I’d helped Terry pick out last Christmas. Royal-blue Chinese silk. They’d cost $150. The top half was soaked in blood, the door behind him a Rorschach pattern of gore. Between the legs of royal-blue silk rested a shotgun, Roy’s finger still on the trigger guard, although the muzzle had dropped across his left arm. His face was gone.
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