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Chapter One

 


 


The tall,
dark-haired boy in the grey tee shirt and blue jeans walked
with a soft step along the worn path, placing his sneakered feet
carefully over twigs and fallen branches that could easily snap and
give him away. The sun’s rays pierced the tall trees like a
floodlight into a cathedral, but he felt affinity with neither
church nor God. He was a stalker, a cat tracking its prey with
practiced stealth. He could hear the lake now, sloshing softly
against the bank, could smell its slight chemical scent in the air.
A few yards further along the path, it came into full view, calm
and blue. Spotting his bike lying on a grassy patch of ground, the
sun's glint reflecting off the chrome, he paused in his step,
quieted his loud breathing lest he be heard. Standing there,
feeling the soft ground beneath his feet, the cold fury swelled
inside him and his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

Beside the
bike, his little brother sat contentedly on the lake bank. He was
wearing a navy blue and white striped tee shirt, denim shorts. He’d
thrown a line into the water and the tiny red bobber floated on its
surface, waiting for its own prey. Not a care in the world, the
bigger boy thought, glaring at his brother's back with his cold,
angry eyes. Well, he would have a care. He damn well would

Sensing a
presence behind him, and already knowing who it was, David slowly
turned his head, his stomach dropping into some netherworld at the
sight of Rath's grim face. He tried to keep the fear from his own
face, but he knew it betrayed him. It always did.

“Hey.” He
attempted a smile at his older brother, but the fear had travelled
to his throat, and his muscles wouldn’t let him. His brother saw
the fear and David could see that it pleased him.

“I thought you
were staying with Grandpa and Grandma for the weekend,” he croaked,
his voice breaking on the word Grandma, turning thin and high, as
if his voice were changing right there in that moment.

“Seems you were
wrong, eh, shithead! Who told you, you could take my freakin’ bike,
eh?” He gave a kick to the small of his younger brother's back.
He's not my real brother anyway, he thought, just the stinking
half-brother he hated from the second he saw him swaddled in his
mother's arms, that stupid baby face peeking from the blue
blanket.

“He’s such a
good baby,” his mother used to tell her friends. “Hardly ever
cries.” He had fixed that quick enough, with a pinch to the arm or
leg or by bending a baby finger. She caught him once, and that was
the end of that. He could still feel the sting of her slap across
his face. All because of this little prick.

David was
getting to his feet warily, rubbing at the small of his back, a
plea in his big blue eyes. “No ... no one. I’m sorry. I was going
to bring it back, Rath. I just wanted to …”

“You think I
care what you wanted, you little freak. You stole my bike.”

“No, I didn't,
honest. I  I just borrowed it. I was just going to...”

The lake
continued to lap at the shore, unconcerned, indifferent to the
business of humans. High up in a tall pine, a crow cawed and a
swollen bee hovered and buzzed nearby. Otherwise, all was
silent.

The darkness
spread across the older boy's brain like a black cloud crossing the
moon's surface. Without warning, his hands shot out, giving David a
hard shove, sending him backwards, arms flailing, eyes wide, into
the water. He landed on his back with a loud splash, but he was
already scrambling to his feet. Rath pushed him back down again,
and, dropping to his knees, held him there. He grasped those small
shoulders in his hands, pressed down, until the face that still
held its babyness, was wavery, and distorted under the water. A
sense of power flowed through Rath as he glared into those eyes so
big, blue, and filled with panic. Even as bubbles rose and broke on
the surface, Rath felt nothing but pure rage that fed his need for
revenge for all that had been taken from him. When the terror
gradually washed from David’s eyes, and at last he lay still,
moving only when the water nudged him, like so much flotsam, Rath
stood up. The dark fury at last drained off, an eerie calmness
remained in its wake. Like the lancing of an abscess, though the
core remained. Gasping for breath from the exertion, he wiped his
hands on his jeans. The front of his tee shirt was wet, but no big
deal; it would dry on the way home. Leaving his little brother
behind, bobbing in the water, not unlike the bobber farther out on
the lake, he drove the bike home and wheeled it back into the
garage. Then he went inside the house, a smile on his handsome
face. “Hey, ma.”

His mother was
sitting at the kitchen table, sipping tea and reading one of her
romance novels. He glimpsed the woman on the cover dressed in an
old-fashioned gold-coloured gown. She folded down an upper corner
of her page to save her place and smiled up at him. “You said you
were going to grandma’s and grandpa’s.”

“I changed my
mind.” He planted a kiss on her cheek. “It’s kinda boring over
there. Besides, I would have missed my mom too much.”

She laughed.
“You silly. You’re such a charmer.”

She had heard
the squeak and rattle of the bike as her older son wheeled it into
the garage. At first, she had thought it was David coming home. She
was sure she'd seen him driving down the road this morning with his
fishing gear tied on the bike. But she must be mistaken about that,
she told herself. And promptly buried the memory.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

19 years later

 


The letter from
Aunt Alice came in January when the snow was already up to the
windowsills and the wind rattled the windows in their frames,
howled like a banshee down the chimney and keened along the eaves,
as if wanting to get inside. Julie’d been alone in this house for
nearly six months now, ever since Adam went missing. The house felt
abandoned even though she still lived in it, cold though the
furnace pounded warm air up through the vents. She often felt like
a ghost haunting her own rooms, mourning a lost love, like Mrs.
Havisham in Great Expectations. She should have laughed at that,
but somehow couldn’t find the humour. Six months is a long time to
wonder where your husband is.

When Adam first
went missing she had taken to driving around town, up one street
and down the other, looking for him, imagining him a victim of
amnesia, wandering the streets, not knowing who or where he was.
Now and then, she would catch a glimpse of someone who reminded her
of him – in the way he walked, that quick, purposeful stride. Or
the way his hair grew in a V-shape at the nape of his neck. Once,
she actually brought the car to a screeching halt in the street and
chased after a man walking down the sidewalk, so sure it was

Adam, even to
the blue nylon bomber jacket, which she'd forgotten was hanging in
the closet at home. As she reached him, the man whirled around,
looked at her with startled eyes and took a backward step. Of
course, it wasn’t Adam. Mumbling an apology, face burning with
humiliation, she scurried back to the car in tears, sick in her
soul, as lost and alone as she imagined Adam might be. Sometimes
she felt detached from the very planet itself, as if set adrift in
a vast, dark space.

He went missing
on July 14th, her birthday. He was supposed to take her out to
dinner. She waited and waited, but he never showed. The policeman
who answered the phone said her husband was probably out on a
bender- - and had actually used that word, bender  and
would likely be home by morning. He was wrong about that. Next day
she drove to the police station and filed a missing person’s
report.

“He’s six foot
one,” she told the overweight policeman when he asked for a
description. “Brown hair.” That lightens in summer, she thought,
seeing it in her mind so vividly she could almost touch it. “Blue
eyes.” With grey or silver flecks, depending on his mood. “Just the
hint of a cleft in his chin.” Beautiful hands, skillful at his
work, tender in his lovemaking. She didn’t say any of that, of
course. Private details that only a woman who loved her husband
would notice, or care about. The policeman listened patiently to
what she did say, filled out the form, then clipped Adam's photo to
the missing person's report and told her someone would come around
to talk to her. That person was Detective Kevin Regan, a tall man
with wary eyes and a faint scar running down the side of his face.
Her front door was barely closed behind him when he asked her if
Adam was seeing anyone. “Might he have taken off with another
woman?” She bristled at the question. “No,” she said.

“It happens.”
He gave an apologetic shrug.

“Not with Adam.
He wouldn't do that. Please sit down.” She gestured to the sofa and
took the wing chair opposite. “This is his home. He renovated it
after we bought it, ripped up ugly carpeting and laid hardwood
floors throughout.” She was rambling, rationalizing that even if he
would leave her, he wouldn't leave the home he'd put so much of
himself into, or the business he loved.

“Great house,”
the detective said, looking around. “I like the open concept, the
crown moulding...”

“We never did
get around to finishing the basement,” she said, like it mattered.
She was making small talk, trying to steer away from his
speculations. “We will if   when ...”

“I do a bit of
carpentry myself,” he said, breaking the silence that followed her
unfinished sentence. “Not like your husband, of course. I'm just an
amateur. But I find it therapeutic.”

He had been
sitting with his notebook open, making polite conversation, but she
was sure, quite uninterested in her praise of her husband's
woodworking skills. She couldn’t keep her husband happy, his eyes
said, and that's why he left. Or maybe that was just in her own
mind.

When she gave
no response to his self-deprecating comment, he said, “It's not
that uncommon, you know. Husband goes to the store for a pack of
cigarettes and never returns.”

There was no
steering away from this. Of course she knew such things happened.
You couldn’t watch TV and not know that. Sometimes husbands
disappeared and it later turned out they had another wife or
girlfriend in another part of the country, even a whole new family.
“Like I said, that's not what happened with Adam. I know my
husband.” How many times did she need to say it?

He didn't
argue, but his expression said, 'That's what those other women
thought too.' She answered more of his questions, after which
he closed his notebook and slid it into his jacket pocket. “I'll be
in touch.”

In the doorway,
he handed her his card. “In case you hear from him.”

But she never
did. With the passing of weeks and months, and still no word from
Adam, or news from the police, Julie slid down into a dark place
she couldn't seem to climb out of. A place where she lived now. She
ate and slept little. When she did sleep, she was tormented by
dreams of running after an ever-illusive Adam as he ducked around
corners and disappeared down alleys, leaving her breathless and
crying out his name.

Sunk deep in
her despair, she barely noticed when the police began to look at
her differently, especially Officer Kevin Regan, who had returned
to the house several times after that with more questions.
Questions that took a different turn grew aggressive, until she
finally understood that he no longer believed Adam left of his own
volition, and that she was a suspect in his disappearance. That
realization came with the shock of being plunged into ice water.
Surely, they couldn't believe she would hurt her husband. But she
was wrong about that. Yesterday, two policemen she hadn't seen
before showed up at her door and took her down to the police
station where they ushered her into a small windowless room and
interrogated her for hours. The place smelled of stale coffee and
human desperation.

The younger cop
had a rusty crew cut and fading acne; he looked too young to shave.
He stood silently by the closed door as the older one,
wide-shouldered and bald, gut spilling over his belt, pummelled her
with questions. Many of the same questions Detective Kevin Regan
had already asked.

Had Adam been
having an affair? Was she? How much insurance did she have on him?
How was their financial situation? She managed to hold herself
together and answer the questions as best she could, while trying
to stay calm, keep herself from screaming out at them that they
were way off the mark, that she loved Adam.

“When you
confronted your husband at his woodworking shop about the
girlfriend, is that when things turn ugly? You were probably mad
too that he didn't show up and take you to dinner like he promised.
Is that when you killed him?”

“Oh, please.
There is no girlfriend. Unless you found one I don't know about. I
didn’t kill my husband, detective. I told you, the shop was locked
up when I got there and Adam was gone.” She felt sweaty and stiff
from sitting, and she had to pee. Badly. She wanted to cooperate
with the police. Wanted them to find Adam. But she was beginning to
doubt that would happen.

“Do you own a
gun, Mrs. Raynes?”

“A gun? No, I
don’t own a gun. I hate guns.”

She was certain
Detective Regan was on the other side of the one-way window, taking
it all in, which infuriated her more and filled her with a sense of
betrayal. She'd always been taught that a policeman was your friend
if you'd done nothing wrong. They were supposed to help you.
Apparently, her education was faulty. The questions went on
infinitum. Some with a slight twist, some little hook to catch her
up. If she didn't do the job personally, maybe she paid someone do
it for her. The gorilla was throwing stuff out there meant to trick
her into incriminating herself. Flinging everything he could think
of at the vomit green walls, hoping something would stick.

Just when her
composure threatened to shatter, the door opened and Detective
Regan sauntered into the room, confirming her suspicion that he'd
been watching the whole time. He avoided eye contact with her, but
she was sure he felt her glare. She was more wounded than angry
though. He had been so pleasant those first few times he came to
her house – soft-spoken, sympathetic in his way- but no
longer. And not for a while now that she thought of it. Finally she
stood up, legs shaky from sitting for so long, emotionally drained,
but yes, angry too. Head held high, she said, “If you’re going to
arrest me, do it. If not, then I'm going home.”

“I'll have
someone drive you,” Detective Regan said.

“Don't bother,”
she said over her shoulder. “I'll catch a cab.”

No one stopped
her. She had thought they might and braced herself to feel the snap
of the cold steel handcuffs around her wrists. It was all she could
do to keep her legs from crumbling under her as she walked through
the heavy doors and down the stone steps into the warm October sun.
She ducked into a nearby Tim Horton's to use the washroom and call
a cab.

As soon as she
got home, she called Carol, her friend since childhood. That's what
you do. You call your best friend when you're half out of your mind
with worry and don't know where to turn, and you feel like you've
just been beaten up.

“I think you'd
better get yourself a lawyer,” she said.

“I don't want a
damn lawyer. That's like admitting I'm guilty, Carol. No. I can't
afford it anyway.”

“That cheating
son-of-a-bitch,” she hissed through the line.

Clearly, they
were no longer talking about Detective Regan. “I know you think
Adam just up and left me, Carol, but he is not capable of such
deliberately cruel treatment. Set me up like that? No. No way. You
know he made those reservations for dinner.”

“So? Part of
his devious plan. I’m sorry. I know it’s hard to accept that
someone we love would...”

She cut into
Carol's words. “You’re so sure he dumped me for another woman just
because he made a mistake once, twenty years ago?”

“Maybe the only
one you know about.”

Feeling as if
she'd been slammed in the gut with a baseball bat, Julie ended the
call. She was shaking. Why would Carol say something like that?
Like she knew something Julie didn't.

That was the
thing about best friends. You confide in them in your weakest
moments, and then you can’t take it back. Carol knew about Adam’s
affair all those years ago. But they'd gotten through it.
Admittedly, only after long nights of no sleep and lots of tears,
they’d come out the other side of that awful time with their love
intact, albeit less innocent love.

As far as her
being under suspicion for Adam's disappearance, Carol's boyfriend
Derek had seen the writing on the wall and already advised Julie to
get a lawyer. But she had nothing to hide and she'd be damned if
she'd give their accusations face. Besides, like she told Carol,
she couldn't afford a lawyer. She'd have to get a job soon to
support herself. With Adam gone, there was no business to attend
to. He was the business. Even so, she kept up the monthly
rent on the workshop, unable to bear the thought of him coming home
and finding someone else there.

She crossed to
the living room window half-expecting to see Detective Regan
sitting across the street in his grey Dodge, watching the house, as
he sometimes did. But there was nothing to see past the blowing
snow.

She wandered
into the kitchen and sat down at the square maple table Adam had
made, sipped the tea she made earlier. Making a face, she set the
mug down on the table and slid it away from her. The tea was cold
and bitter. Like her life, she thought, and heard the self-pity in
the unspoken thought. Enough of that.

Palms on the
table, she was about to push herself to her feet when flickering
shadows moving across the surface of the table, caught her eye.
Light, dark...light, dark...like strobe lights. Her eyes darted
toward the window seeking out the source, but she saw only the snow
coming down harder than ever. No passing cars or wingspan of a
raven or crow crossing her window. No stray cat wanting in. Not
that that would have explained it. The moving shadows were now
evolving into what appeared to be water rising up through the
grains in the wood. Her heart thudded against her ribcage. This was
crazy. Was she hallucinating? She blinked, but the water turned
darker and bubbled up even faster through the wood, as if from a
burst pipe. Feeling the wetness on her hands, she jerked them away
from the table as if they’d been scalded, bolted from the chair and
backed away. Water dripped from her hands. She squeezed her eyes
shut. It couldn't be! Her mind was playing tricks on her. When she
opened her eyes again, the table was as it had always been. Normal.
Just a table. Smooth, sleek surface. No water. Her hands were dry.
She’d imagined the whole thing. You should eat something.
The notion came and went a fleeting thought. It took a while for
her heartbeat to return to normal.

She watched TV
for a while, some mind-numbing comedy, then turned to the local
news. The blond, perfectly coifed anchorwoman was talking about a
young man who had awakened from a nineteen-year coma, resulting
from a near drowning as a child. “Although the patient has suffered
brain damage,” she said, “doctors are not yet able to discern to
what extent. Tests are being conducted. Whatever his prognosis,”
she said to her viewers with that practiced smile, “doctors are
saying that not only is it a rare occurrence, but a miracle
and...”

She flicked the
off button on the remote. Brain damage. Better sometimes to just
die and get it done with. She felt a quick, hot shame at the
thought. That young man's parents probably didn't share her
thoughts. You can't project your own negative feelings onto
other people, Julie.

Her eye strayed
to the framed photo of Adam on the mantle. Where are you, Adam? How
often had she asked that question over the weeks and months?

She crossed the
hardwood floor and picked it up. She'd taken this photo that day
they’d gone to Rockwood Park for no other reason than that it was a
beautiful day, blue sky, warm sun on your skin. Back then, she
rarely went anywhere without her camera. She found pleasure in
taking photos and even won a couple of minor contests. In the
photo, Adam was standing next to an ancient elm tree, his hand
resting against the trunk, the calm blue lake behind him, a
sailboat in the distance. He was grinning at her with that sweet,
sexy grin that could still make her go weak in the knees. He wore
jeans, and a tee shirt a deeper blue than the lake. The wind
ruffled his hair. It had been a good day.

Outside the
window, the night was growing darker. Where are you? What
happened to you, Adam?

The letter from
Aunt Alice lay open on the table. It came in the mail yesterday,
postmarked Danforth. Her aunt had lived there all her life in the
house left her by her parents, Julie's maternal grandparents. She
read the letter again, more slowly this time. The message didn't
change. Aunt Alice was dying. She wanted Julie to come see her. She
said she had news about Adam. There was no way she could, of
course. She barely knew him. Aunt Alice had visions. Or thought she
did.

Danforth was
only four hundred miles away, yet it might as well have been a
thousand for all they saw each other. Oh, they wrote occasionally,
exchanged birthday and Christmas cards, and emails. Her aunt didn’t
like to travel, not even when she was younger, although she had
come to Julie's wedding. Before Julie's mom got so sick, they
visited her aunt together, and she'd gone a few times since then on
her own.

The letter was
written in her large blue, shaky handwriting. The news of her dying
shouldn't have been such a shock, her aunt was getting on. Her
mother, long dead of breast cancer, was five years younger, which
would make Aunt Alice eighty-three. We always assume the people we
love will be there tomorrow, and tomorrow and tomorrow after that.
And then one day they're gone, the earth shifts under your feet,
and you're never quite the same again.

An image of her
aunt from Julie's childhood rose on the screen of her mind - a
full-figured woman with a yellow print scarf tied around her head,
big silver earrings dangling, rouged cheeks and crimson lips. She
was fun and playful, nothing like Julie's quiet, serious mom. She
reminded her a little of Shirley MacLean in her later movies. She
had worked in Danforth's only radio station for most of her adult
life, never married. She knew from overheard conversations that her
aunt had spent time in a mental hospital when she was a girl. She
never knew why. Her mother once told her that her older sister had
psychic powers. A comment that brought a roll of the eyes from her
father who was sitting by the window, reading his newspaper.

Julie was
fascinated by this mysterious new side of her aunt and wanted to
hear more but it was shortly after that that her mother got sick.
After she passed away, her smiling, teasing father withdrew into
himself and the newspapers piled up on the front porch until Julie
brought them inside. His one drink in the evening became two, then
three and more. But for angry mumblings and shufflings in the late
night hours, the house grew silent. Like this house now.

Visiting Aunt
Alice suddenly seemed like a very good idea. Without second
thoughts, Julie went upstairs and packed a suitcase. In the
kitchen, she emptied the tea in the sink, washed the dregs down the
drain, then took a near full bottle of wine from the cabinet and
poured herself a glass. Something she was doing a lot of lately.
Her last one, she promised herself.

It would be
good to see her aunt again, even under these circumstances.

As the windows
darkened, and the wine in the bottle lowered, she curled up on the
sofa, pulled a blanket over herself and fell asleep. She woke about
three in the morning, her head filled with confused dreams, the
sour taste of wine in her mouth, and a thumping headache.

As she was
reaching for the bottle of Tylenol in the medicine cabinet, one
dream came back to her vividly: She was standing at the edge of a
lake watching as a light wind ruffled the surface of the water,
feeling a dark malevolence all around her. It lingered even now and
she shivered inwardly. It must have something to do with that photo
of Adam at the lake. But the water in her dream had a dark cast,
not at all the cornflower blue of the lake in the photo. It matched
closer to what had boiled up out of the wood grains in the table,
she thought. Stop it. That’s crazy. That wasn't real. You imagined
that. They’ll be putting you away. Like they did, Aunt Alice. She
gave her arms a brisk rub to dispel the goose bumps, shook off the
residue of the dream, and washed down the Tylenol with water.

Showered and
dressed, choosing navy wool slacks and a white turtleneck sweater
for warmth and comfort, she poured herself a coffee and sat in the
living room with the TV on, but muted. Dawn was breaking when she
heard the first plow rumble past. The roads were cleared before
noon, but driving would still be dicey. Besides needing to be dug
out, the car had been acting up lately, making threatening noises.
She decided to take the bus. It left for Danforth at 2:20 pm.

The ringing
phone would serve only to drag her aunt from her sick bed to
answer, so she decided to just show up. Leaving the open letter on
the kitchen table, she copied Aunt Alice's phone number at the top
of the page. Then she called a cab. When she locked the front door,
her neighbour was outside running his snow blower, sending arcs of
snow into the air. The sun was shining.

Hardly an omen
of what was to come.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


Julie was at
the counter buying her bus ticket and when she turned around she
saw her nemeses, Detective Kevin Regan, across the cavernous,
bright room. He was leaning against the wall by the double glass
doors, through which passengers came and went, dragging bags and
baggage. His arms were crossed over his broad chest, shoulders
straining against the fine cloth of the brown overcoat. As his eyes
met hers, he pushed himself off the wall and strode over to her,
managing to make his long strides seem like sauntering. The man
reeked of arrogance. Her whole being stiffened in defensiveness as
he approached. The image of him walking into the room where that
bully cop was interrogating her, treating her like the worst kind
of criminal, played in her mind.

“Are you
following me, Detective?” she said quietly, loathe to attract
attention from those around them. It wasn’t fair. This bastard was
hounding her, accusing her of getting rid of her husband, without a
shred of evidence. She wished he was as tenacious in actually
trying to find out what really happened to Adam as he was in
stalking her. “I didn’t kill my husband, Detective,” she said in a
near whisper.

“I didn’t say
you did, Mrs. Raynes. Only asked.” He glanced down at her suitcase.
“Leaving town?”

“I would think
that was rather obvious. I am. Yes.” He did far more than just ask
if she killed him, but she wasn't about to argue with him, not here
anyway.

“Can I ask
where you’re off to?”

If she didn’t
tell him, he’d just be haranguing the poor ticket seller the minute
she was on the bus. Besides, she had nothing to hide. She met his
gaze squarely. His dark eyes were shrewd, jaded. He wasn’t a
bad-looking man, if you liked the type. Square jawed, thick salt
and pepper hair, that thin white scar that ran down the left side
of his face, from the outer left edge of his eyebrow to the corner
of his mouth, she wondered idly about it. “You needn’t worry,” she
said. “I’ll be back in a few days.”

“From where? If
you don’t mind. In case I need to get in touch.”

Of course she
minded. She was so tired of being under scrutiny. Hounded. Not
frightened of being arrested, really, although maybe should have
been. “Danforth. My aunt is dying.”

“Sorry to hear
that.” His condolences came off as less than sincere. He probably
didn’t believe her. Why would he? He didn’t believe anything else
she said. “Her name is Alice Parsons. She's in the phone book under
A. Parsons.”

“I'll check it
out.”

“I'm sure you
will.” Over the sound system a male voice announced that those
passengers travelling to Danforth should board the bus. She
snatched up her suitcase and headed for the doors. Feeling the
detective's eyes searing the back of her head, visualizing that
suspicious glint in his eye, she boarded the idling bus spewing out
its fumes. I'll get you, lady, the look had said. You'll
slip up and I'll get you. She fought back tears of anger.

Sliding into a
window seat, feeling as if she weighed three-hundred pounds rather
than the hundred and twenty she did, she let out a long sigh.

A foot long
piece of duct tape ran diagonally down the back of the grey plastic
seat in front of her, looking like someone slashed it with a knife
or razor. It was an old bus, the padding in the seat beneath her no
longer evenly distributed. She switched seats for the one behind
her. A little better.

As soon as she
was settled, a scruffy, bearded young man shoved his bulging duffel
bag into the space over their heads, and slumped down beside her,
giving off a scent of wet wool and spearmint. “Hey,” he smiled.

She smiled back
but discouraged further conversation by turning her gaze to the
window. Her reflection was pale in the glass like someone who’d
been sick for a long time. Her eyes looked haunted.

She cast her
eyes away from her image, her thoughts turning to her Aunt Alice.
She wasn’t looking forward to seeing her so diminished from the
woman she remembered. She'd always seemed so hale and hearty to
Julie. But then she'd seen her only a few times since her mother’s
funeral and time took its toll on everyone. That last time she saw
her she was draped in black crepe and lace, the veil on her hat
covered in black dots, like tiny flies trapped in a spider’s web.
The instant she’d spotted Julie standing by the casket, she rushed
forward and wrapped her arms around her. “Poor little girl,” she
wept. “Poor Julie. Your mom loved you so much. Annetta was a good
woman and she’ll go straight to Heaven. She'll be watching over
you, I know it.” She held it together until she turned to look at
her younger sister lying in the coffin and then the tears came. She
left shortly after the funeral.

Those early
days after her mother's death were a blur, but that particular
memory was vivid, complete with the cloying scent of flowers and
the depressing organ music in the background. Such a long time ago,
and yet only yesterday. I should have kept in closer touch with
her.
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