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For my mother, and all the other abused women in the world. Only when we find our inner strengths, are we able to stand up for ourselves.
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Chapter 1

June 12, 1961

Winnemucca, Nevada

Apolline Dubois stood over the lifeless body of her husband. The thin single-pane window in her cheap apartment shuddered, as did she. Crimson droplets slid off the knife in her hand, her heart pounding like a sledgehammer. His pooling blood smelled of sour whiskey.
She gagged.
Memories ignited as red beads slipped off the edge of the blade and soaked into the dingy threadbare carpet. The first time Jules Glenn Dubois smiled at her from across a crowded New Orleans street. The moment the unruly Cajun’s dark haunted eyes captured her teenage heart and made her body quiver in places it shouldn’t.
Another drop. The first time he struck her. His profuse apologies and promises it would never happen again. Promises as flimsy as papier-mâché strips on the Mardi Gras floats from her childhood. Ripped and torn, they were left flapping in the wind of her mind.
Plop. Plop. Plop.
Her knuckles turned white as Apolline tightened her grip. Panic clawed through her belly. She clutched her free hand to her stomach as her body convulsed, demanding to vomit.
It hurt to breathe. Apolline stepped back, sucked in air like a swimmer emerging from a deep dive, then spasms commandeered all control of her body. The knife tumbled to the floor splashing in the blood pooled around his body.
She wanted to say she was sorry. But she wasn’t. She wanted to say she’d miss him. But she wouldn’t. All she could do was laugh and cry at the same time.
Hysteria.
Fear.
Rubbing her hands across her dress only smeared his blood more. Apolline looked at the floor, blood-spattered across the toes of her new beige suede pumps with two-inch alligator-covered shoes. She had saved up for three months to purchase them. Now ruined.
Stopping to look around the compact one-bedroom apartment, Apolline’s mind raced in irrational thoughts. The living room was covered with blood. It was on everything. All over him and all over her. Why couldn’t he have just fallen down and not moved, like in the movies?
Stumbling into the narrow bathroom, Apolline glanced at her reflection in the mirror and gasped. She quickly turned the water on and washed the blood off her face and neck, her arms and hands. She wiped down her legs but kept her new shoes on. She looked in the bedroom and saw Jules’ cooks jacket draped across the foot of the bed. She pulled it over her pale blue dress to cover the blood. She buttoned the jacket and rolled up the sleeves that were practically a foot longer than her petite arms. She sniffled and snatched her pocketbook off the edge of the counter.
“Elizabeth,” Apolline murmured to herself. “Where is Elizabeth?” she stood deathly still for a moment struggling to remember.
Shirley. She had sent her daughter to Shirley’s next door to go out for ice-cream. Apolline fumbled the door knob and hurriedly slipped out and knocked on the next door over.
No answer.
Panic beat against her chest as she knocked again.
Echoes of her pounding were the only sound in the hall.
Apolline stumbled out into the moonless evening and mindlessly made her way past the crowds in front of the casinos. No one seemed to notice her. But then she didn’t notice them either. The echoes of slot machines, buzzers, bells, and people cheering and laughing floated on the dry evening breeze. She paid no attention. She trudged with slumped shoulders wrapping her arms around herself. Her left eye was swelling shut, and she felt at least one rib was injured.
Again.
He deserved every stab. She staggered past the drunken masses, numb, searching for her daughter.
“Elizabeth,” Apolline whispered as her eyes frantically scanned the people. She scurried to the little ice-cream shop on the corner. But it was closed. Where did they go? The music from the Basque celebration two blocks over caught her attention. Elizabeth loved watching the dancers when they came to town. Threading her way through the crowd, Apolline reached the Winnemucca Hotel, a two-story building that doubled as a boardinghouse for the Basque sheepherders.
“Elizabeth,” Apolline’s cry rose ever so slightly. She could taste blood from the split in her lip.
The Basque band played on the patio near the rear entrance of the old hotel. Apolline stumbled around the edge of the crowd, desperately scouring the myriad of faces. She circled around and stopped behind the band where she slumped onto a bench and leaned back against the wall. Where was her daughter?
The four musicians finished a song and stashed their instruments to take a break. Hopping off his stool, the drummer tripped over Apolline’s feet. His olive complexion paled as he discovered the wounded and disoriented young woman. He kneeled in front of her, his eyes full of concern.
“What’s happened to you? Should I call the police?”
Apolline couldn’t focus. Her eyes blankly searched the people roaming around the bandstand. “Have you seen my daughter? Shirley took her out for ice-cream,” anxiety rose in her voice with each word.
“How old is she?” he reached out to pat her hand.
“Five,” Apolline winced. “I must find her, before…”
“What’s her name?”
“Elizabeth. She went to get ice-cream,” Apolline stood up and shoved his hands aside. She edged her way toward the crowd again.
“Dom, we’re back on in ten,” the leader of the band called out.
“Okay Jimmy, I’ll be there.” The drummer turned back and gasped as Apolline stepped into the streetlight exposing her swollen face, marbled with deep purple. Her lip was bleeding and more blood was smeared across her neck and hands. “Come, let me help you. We must clean you up and then we will find your daughter.” The drummer spoke with a heavy accent. He gestured to a woman who was pressing her way through the crowd toward them. “Petra, she needs our help,” he glanced back at Apolline. “My wife will take care of you.”
The Basque woman shook her head with concern. “Come,” Petra said as she pulled Apolline through the back door of the hotel. “We must wash you clean. Is there someone we can call?”
Apolline’s eyes registered with fear. “No! There is no one. I must find my daughter.”
“We will locate her in just a moment,” Petra said coolly as she ushered her into a narrow public restroom. The area was dirty with peeling paint on the wall and it stank of cigarettes, urine, and puke. Petra pulled the bandana off her hair, soaked it under running water and tenderly wiped Apolline’s face then unbuttoned the oversized jacket and gasped at the blood-soaked dress beneath.
“You need medical attention.”
“No,” Apolline’s gaze dropped to the floor.
“These clothes must go. Do you have anything else?”
Apolline shook her head no.
A small mirror on the wall above the rust-stained and dirty porcelain sink caught Apolline’s attention. She barely recognized herself, now with dark circles below her sable brown eyes, one cheek swollen and discolored. Normally, people admired her Cajun beauty, olive complexion, and captivating smile. But today, the smile was gone and she looked like a prisoner of war the way her clothes hung on her narrow frame.
“Do you have any family close?” Petra asked.
“No. My family is…or was…in Louisiana.”
“No one here?”
“No. No one. My husband…” Apolline’s eyes glistened with tears.
“A friend?”
Apolline shook her head no again.
“I have to find Elizabeth. Then we have to get home before my husband wakes.” Apolline winced when Petra swiped the wet cloth over her swollen jaw and lip. “No…I…can’t go home,” she stared blankly into the distance.
“Here, your eye is nearly swollen shut,” Petra brushed Apolline’s thick auburn hair out of her face. “No, you can’t go back home.” Petra opened the door and called out in Basque to someone in the hallway. A few minutes later another woman stepped in holding a white blouse and a red skirt in her hands. Petra handed them to Apolline. “Put these on. They’re a little big, but this way your daughter won’t be frightened when she sees you.”
“I did it,” Apolline mumbled as she slipped out of her cotton dress and into the Basque woman’s clothes. “I didn’t mean to, but I had to.”
“What’s your name, dear?” Petra asked as she took the blood-smeared clothes and stuffed them in a paper bag.
“Apolline. Apolline Dubois.”
“Well Apolline, let’s go find your daughter,” Petra buried the paper sack in the trash can, and helped the battered young woman out. They made their way back to the patio where the night was alive with music and laughter.
The performing Basque dancers wore traditional outfits. The women in white blouses, full red skirts, black aprons and vests. They wore black slipper shoes with straps that laced around their calves over opaque white stockings. Their hair was up and covered with white scarves. The male dancers wore white trousers and shirts, black vests and red berets. The surrounding crowd clapped and cheered as they performed the dances from their motherland. Then the music shifted to a popular song, and the bystanders joined in the evening celebration.
“Elizabeth!” Apolline shrieked as her eyes lit up and she dove through the sea of strangers. She swept the little girl up into her arms and released a muffled sob into her daughter’s thick wavy hair. Elizabeth’s sable brown eyes mirrored her mother’s. The five-year old had a round face accented by dimples and framed with thick wavy auburn hair that fell over her shoulders like a heavy shawl.
“The ice-cream shop was closed,” Shirley stared at Apolline’s face knowingly. “But Elizabeth insisted we come down here and see the Basque dancers. Sorry dear, but I gotta’ get back. Will you be okay?”
            “Yes, of course. Merci,” Apolline kissed her daughter and held her tight.
“Mama,” Elizabeth drew back. “I haven’t had my ice-cream yet.”
            Apolline wiped her eyes and grinned. “Oh cher,” she angled her head to look at the Basque woman behind her. “Do you have ice-cream here?”
Wrapping an arm around Apolline’s shoulder, Petra led her over to the edge of the deck that boasted a king’s feast on three large tables. “Rest here, I’ll see what I can find for you.” Petra gently caressed the little girl’s bruised cheek. “It seems her mother isn’t the only one with battle wounds.” Apolline held Elizabeth tight in her lap as she sat in the chair and watched the Basque people fill the night with life and laughter.
Two Australian shepherds lay at the end of the table, and one scooted up next to Apolline’s feet. Elizabeth reached down to pet the black and white shaggy dog.
Petra pulled several other Basque women into a huddle and occasionally glanced back at Apolline. A teenage girl nodded and scurried out of the circle. The other women nodded at each other with acknowledging glances and pats on each other’s shoulders. Petra strolled back over to Apolline.
“Miren has gone to find your daughter some ice-cream. But there’s something we wish to offer you,” Petra pointed with her chin to the side, keeping her eyes on Apolline. “Rosa, hold the child until Miren returns with her treat.” A large woman with braids wrapped several times around her head reached for Elizabeth. She spoke in Basque to her and bounced the little girl next to her broad chest. Apolline’s hands followed Elizabeth, not wanting to let go.
“Come, she is in excellent hands. We have a proposition,” Petra guided Apolline over to the huddle of women. They drew her into their circle. She listened to their words and considered the security they promised.
“You want me to come with you?” Apolline uttered in a trembling voice. Panic filled her chest and rose in her throat.
“My dear,” an older woman chimed staring at Apolline’s bruised and battered face, “I do not judge.”
Two other women scoffed and giggled.
“Okay, maybe I judge a little. But this is no home for you to raise your little girl. It’s a casino town.”
“But…” Apolline’s voice trembled.
“Our community can protect you. Come back home to Idaho with us.” Petra glanced at Apolline’s bruised and swollen face. “He will never harm you or your daughter again.”
Apolline hadn’t thought about what would happen next. What she would do, where she would go? Her heart raced. All she could see was her husband lying on the drab living room floor. Blood pulsing out of the gashes in his chest and stomach.
How many times had she stabbed him? It all happened so fast.
Her body was numb. Her mind blank. Apolline nodded her agreement to the women who surrounded her. Rosa handed Elizabeth back to her mother and returned to the other Basque ladies.
Apolline licked her swollen lip and let her mind drift. Random thoughts formed as she watched the band play. Their music reminded her of the Cajun music played back home. Festive and upbeat. She recognized some of the men. She’d seen them come into the Ranch House Restaurant where she and Jules worked.
The teenage girl with spindly legs and jet black hair rushed up with a melting ice-cream cone in her hand. She knelt down to be face to face with Elizabeth. “Here you go,” she handed the cone to Elizabeth, who cheerfully took it, her outstretched tongue eagerly anticipating the cold treat. The vanilla and chocolate swirl dripped over her small fingers as she giggled and licked both fingers and cone. Within five minutes the ice-cream and cone were gone, leaving behind nothing but sticky fingers and a smile on the little girl’s face.
“Apolline, come with me,” Petra pointed to an old panel truck and a 1961 Chevrolet BelAir station wagon parked in the alley. “The band travels together. You will ride with us in the station wagon; it is Jimmy’s pride and joy. Brand new. There is plenty of room.” Petra opened the rear door of the station wagon. “Come, there are blankets in the very back to lie on. Let your little girl sleep until we are ready to leave.”
“Mama,” Elizabeth yawned. “Where is Papa?”
“Papa is…” she glanced at Petra then back at her daughter. “He is sick and cannot come with us.”
“Will he go back home to Norleans?”
            “Yes, cher, Papa is going back to New Orleans.”
            “Merci,” Apolline picked up her daughter and climbed into the station wagon. It was stuffy and warm, even with the windows down. Elizabeth’s eyes were closed before she reached the stack of quilts. Apolline lay down beside her daughter, curling up in a ball around her. The music and mirth seemed to be miles away, echoes of the night’s events.
She listened for footsteps.
For the police. For her husband.
But no one came.
Silence. Apolline’s chest was taut with anxiety. It was painful for her to breathe, much less think.
What if Jules wasn’t dead? There was no place she could run that he wouldn’t find her.
No. He was dead. She was certain of it.
Apolline woke to the smell of cigarette smoke wafting into her nostrils. The car sped over the old highway jostling her and Elizabeth. How long had she been asleep? She opened her eyes. Petra and her husband sat in the back seat, with another woman beside them. Jimmy and the saxophone player were in the front of the car, smoking, chatting, and laughing as they drove through the quiet, dark desert. She wrapped her arms tighter around Elizabeth who was still fast asleep.
The two vehicles that carried the crew and equipment moved along the night highway heading back to Idaho.
            She had murdered her husband tonight. In the morning she would…her thoughts drifted.
 What would she do in the morning? Apolline dared not think much further than this night. The future had its own complications. She squeezed her eyelids tight trying not to think about any of it. She kissed her sleeping daughter’s forehead. It was good enough for now and now was all she had.
Drifting in and out of sleep, Apolline tried to roll over in the cramped space. The quilts beneath her gave little padding. Her back ached. A sharp pain stabbed her ribs. She opened her eyes as the vehicle slowed. Lights filtered through the windows and she raised her head. The car pulled up to the curb in front of a house and stopped.
“We’re home,” Jimmy said on the exhale of a cigarette. “Time to unload.”
“What time is it?” Petra asked as she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and arched her back.
“Four a.m.,” Jimmy turned the engine off and climbed out of the driver’s seat. The panel truck pulled up and parked behind them. The back door of the truck opened and the rest of the band members stretched, yawned, and slowly made their way out, pulling their instruments with them.
Apolline sat up with a hand on her sleeping daughter. “Where will I go?” she asked.
Holding a hand up to help Apolline out of the car, Petra pointed with her chin to the side. “Come, you will stay with us until this is all sorted out. The sun will be up soon. Sleep for now, we will talk later.” She looked over at her husband. “Domingo, you are fine with this, yes?”
“Of course,” Domingo said as he got out of the station wagon and headed for the van. He unloaded his drums out of the van and carried them into the back door of the house. Petra picked up the sleeping child, and with Apolline following her, made her way up a narrow stairway to a small bedroom upstairs. The room was stuffy and hot. Petra nestled the girl in the bed and opened the window.
“Some fresh air will help you sleep,” Petra closed the door behind her as she left the room.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning an ache throbbed in Apolline’s head. Her right eye opened, but her left eyelid wouldn’t budge from the swelling. She winced from a sharp pain in her ribs as she started to roll over and decided to lie back flat. Elizabeth was sound asleep beside her. She was thankful for that. A train rattled along the tracks not far away, the rhythmic sound matching her own breathing. Her throat was dry and her stomach growled. She glanced around the small bedroom. The walls were covered with blue and purple flowers on beige paper. A multi-colored shag carpeting covered the small floor and sheer off-white curtains on the one window hung deathly still. A small night stand stood beside the bed and a narrow brown chest of drawers beside the closet. A dog barked outside and people on the street talked in a language she didn’t understand.
The aroma of home cooking, bread and meat, wafted up the stairs and under the door into Apolline’s room. Home cooked food. How long had it been? But other questions raced through her mind as the morning sun filtered through the motionless curtains and fell across her face.
What had she done last night? It felt like a bad dream. Surreal. Panic gripped her chest making it difficult to breathe. She held her left hand up and slowly turned the slim gold band on her ring finger. She must get home to her husband. She imagined him rolling over on the floor, soaked in blood, sitting up and calling her name. She must hurry and get back to him. He will need her there.
A tear rolled out of her eye and across her swollen cheek. A whisper escaped her lips. “Jules, what have I done?” The question tumbled over and over in her brain. She couldn’t have murdered her husband. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. It mustn’t be.
Closing her eyes, all Apolline could see were the scarlet droplets of blood plummeting off the end of the blade in her hand to the dingy carpet below.




Chapter 2



June 17, 1961

New Orleans, Louisiana
Julien sauntered out of the New Orleans jail, tipping his face up and squinting at the late afternoon sun. He danced a little jig and grinned as the warm rays licked his skin. His eyes were wild dots of coal and his teeth were as yellow as an old dog’s. He wore a croc’s tooth on a leather cord around his tattooed neck, and the scar of its bite on his left arm. He didn’t see himself as evil, but necessary in God’s plan to thin out the population one bitch at a time. He sniffed the air like a coon dog, smelling the left-over traces of a mid-day storm, the way it washed the air clean.
Six years he’d been locked up. Six years he thought about what his brother had done to him. Six years was a long time. But now he was a free man again. He felt at home in his old grimy tee shirt, tattered jeans, and worn soft leather shoes. Not to mention fifty dollars and some change in his pocket. It was a good day for Julien Gale Dubois.
He realized he needed a plan, and nothing helped him think like a shot of whiskey. Julien made his way along the old familiar streets of the city. He inhaled the scents of spicy creole food and urine stench that intermingled and hung in the air. Whiskey tempted his nose and lured him into the doorway of an old corner bar. The door was open, and the barkeeper had an inviting laugh and a cordial smile. Julien shoved his hand in his trousers pocket and rolled the change through his fingers. He strode across the threshold and leaned against the antique mahogany bar. “I take me a whiskey,” Julien said, flipping the change on the counter. He didn’t know how long his cash would need to hold out, so he wasn’t touching that yet.
The bartender glanced down at the coins and raised an eyebrow. “Gonna’ cost ya double that, you wanna’ drink in here.” He wiped a shot glass dry and slid it onto the shelf.
A pesky fly buzzed around Julien’s head. He swatted at it then angled his chin down to the floor. Squinting his eyes, Julien shot quick glances around the room, trying to not attract attention to himself. He was good at staying in the shadows, being unseen. He licked his parched lips and locked his gaze on the tip can next to the trumpet player in the corner. He was mighty thirsty. Six years without whiskey was a long time.
“Here,” the bartender said as he scooted a glass of whiskey in front of Julien. “Y’all look like ya need this mo’ than I need anotha’ dolla’.” His smile faded as he narrowed his eyes. “It’s a slow aftanoon and the sun’s too hot today. Ya drink up and beat it, ya hear?” The bulky black bartender had a look that Julien understood.
Looks said a lot in the French Quarter. Julien made no mistake about that. He threw back the whiskey in one swift gulp, wiped his chin with the back side of his hand, and nodded his thanks. Shoving both hands in his worn jeans pockets, Julien stepped back out into the sharp New Orleans sun. Sweat seeped into the collar of his dull green tee shirt and soaked the leather cord around his neck.
Not much had changed in six years. The neighborhoods looked the same. Julien whistled a cheery tune as he made his way to the edge of town. He crossed the street and strolled into the small trailer court where his brother lived. Julien banged on the door of a silver home in space seven. “Lucky seven,” he snickered and spit on the gravel beside the cinderblock step. An older man in baggy trousers and a dirty white tee shirt that barely covered his barrel stomach, opened the door.
“What ya’ll want?”
“Jules Dubois,” Julien furrowed his brow and tried to see past the man into the narrow living space.
“Never heard of ‘em,” the big man grunted.
“He use to live here,” Julien spit again.
“Well he ain’t no more,” the man bellowed and slammed the door shut. Julien strolled past the other trailers, but there was no sign of his brother’s truck. His brother may have moved, but Julien had the nose of a bloodhound. He coaxed a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit it taking a deep, chest-expanding drag, let out a huff and headed back to town. He needed another drink in the worst way.
Six years since he stood on these streets. Six years since he had him some…Julien smiled and rubbed his crotch. He thought of her lovely brown eyes. She had danced all around him, swinging those sexy hips in a tight mini skirt. Then he lost control when she waved her tattooed tits in front of his face. He knew what she wanted.
Stepping off the curb, Julien waltzed his way to Bourbon Street. That was where he saw her. Yeah, he gave her what she wanted. Six years ago. And then he took what he wanted. Maybe he was rougher than she let on she liked.
Bitches.
            His eyes searched the ladies with their layers of beads, plunging necklines, and excessive make-up, drinking and dancing in the streets. God, he loved this town. He watched for that girl with the tattooed tits. Maybe she wouldn’t remember him now and he could finish the job. Leave her for the gators after he was done. It’s what he was going to do with her then, but she’d got away. Ain’t no police find a girl that’s been snagged by a ‘gator. He arrived at the familiar stone bar just as the sun started its descent. Perfect timing, Julien thought.
Hurricane Bar was a familiar dive, along with the joint beside it that sported dancing girls all night long. Whiskey was in order first. He took a long drag off his cigarette and flinched his jaw when he saw Sammy behind the bar. It was time to settle an old score.
Julien pushed his way through the crowd that was increasing by the minute. Sweat, cheap perfume, and women. It caused his nostrils to flare. Bracing his arms on the edge of the bar, he held his face down so as not to be noticed. “Whiskey,” Julien commanded. And whiskey he got. He reached for the glass but Sammy grabbed Julien’s arm first. The bartender’s arms were solid tattoos, and stout as a leg of lamb. The two men remained motionless for a moment. Sammy spit on the floor beside him.
“Damn, Jules, where you been?” Sammy asked.
“’Round,” Julien mumbled, the corner of his mouth twitched in a slight sneer. He jerked his hand loose from Sammy’s grasp. He snatched the whiskey and downed it.
“Ain’t seen ya’ll in two year or more,” Sammy stepped back, crossing his arms over his heavy chest. “You get wed and now you’s too good for us’n?”
“Wed...” Julien swayed as if he was dancing to the jazz music that swirled around his head.
Sammy leaned forward to get a better look, then his eyes widened as his face hardened. “You ain’t Jules.”
“You’s smart man, Sammy,” Julien spit on the floor.
“I thought you’s in prison for rape,” Sammy glared.
Pulling another cigarette out of its soft case and sliding it into his mouth, Julien grinned with gritted teeth as he touched a match and took a drag. “Was. Now I out and lookin’ fo’ my brudda,” Julien rolled his head back and forth, popping his neck. “He ain’t livin’ in his trailer no more. I figure y’all knows where he at.”
“Well ya figured wrong,” Sammy huffed, turned, and scooted over to serve another customer farther down the bar.
            “Married, eh?” Julien muttered as he swiveled around and leaned his back against the bar, scanning the women who passed by in front of him. He inhaled deeply and grabbed one on the ass. “Y’all smell mighty fine, cher,” he hissed like a slimy serpent.
The woman wasn’t impressed and slapped Julien’s face. He held his hand to his wounded cheek, licked his lips and held his gaze on her as she made her way through the crowd. He might have to have some of that later on. Her ass was tight, and it made him hard. But for now, he had business to take care of. He had to find his twin, the yella’-bellied scum who ratted him out to the police.
Jules always was the weaker one. When their Papa got drunk and came after them with the belt, or worse, it was always Jules that took the brunt of the beatings. Julien learned to run and hide. He called it self-preservation.
It was time to sniff out that pansy-ass of a brother.
Pushing his way past the crowd, Julien strutted down the lively street. He paused and leaned against a light post and watched the passersby. Where had his brother gone? And who was this new bride Sammy mentioned? He and his twin brother may not have gotten along, but to hide a wife from him? That was low, even for Jules.
            Following some musicians strolling down Bourbon Street, Julien had a dance in his step as he laughed to himself and grinned at two lovely young ladies under a corner streetlight. “Laissez les bons temps rouler, ladies,” he called out to them in a sing song voice. But they weren’t interested in letting the good times roll. They turned up their noses and strutted in the opposite direction. Julien shrugged his shoulders and laughed even louder to the music and madness that swam in his mind.
◆◆◆
 
Morning light trickled through the tree leaves onto Julien’s slack face as he lay dozing on the grass under a large tree. A dog barked a few yards away reminding him where he was. He peeled one eye open, then the other, wiped his parched mouth and rolled onto his side to glance around. The city was fairly hushed except for a bit of traffic. He sat up and ran his fingers through his matted hair. “Damn,” Julien mumbled, “I need me some coffee. Dat or whiskey.” He arched his back, stood up, and yawned.
Pedestrians stared at Julien as he staggered down the street shaking his head and talking to himself. “Of course, I gotta’ go to da po’ boy shop where Jules work. Why I not think of dat?” He cut across a street and picked up his pace to the restaurant.
            A tall skinny teenage boy with pale skin and slick black hair that spilled down over his eyes, swept the front walk of Nick’s Po’Boy Restaurant. It was an old narrow stone building, a sign on the window read home of the best po’ boy sandwiches in the city. And Jules was the finest cook they had. Julien leaned against the crumbled stone wall lighting a cigarette as he eyed the young man.
“Hey kid, ya seen my brudda? He look just like me,” Julien said on an exhale of smoke.
The kid stopped sweeping and eyed the dirty man who smelled worse than he looked. “Jules?” he asked.
“Dat right, where Jules? Where be my brudda?” Julien took another long drag and let it pull down deep into his lungs.
“You ain’t Jules?” the kid shook his head, mumbled to himself, then went back to sweeping the walkway.
Julien spit on the ground. “Can ya’ll read? What I say? I be Julien. Now where my brudda?”
“I thought you and yo’ wife moved west,” the kid kept his head down.
“West?” Julien said as he took a step closer. “Dat don’t tell me where to find my kin. Who know where Jules at?” He took another step and blew the cigarette smoke into the young man’s face. The kid coughed and stepped backwards.
“I don’t know. Ask Jimmy. He in the kitchen.” He pointed his chin toward the inside of the small building.
“Don’t mind if I do,” Julien tossed the lit cigarette at the boy’s feet and stepped inside. “Jimmy, ya heah?”
“In da kitchen,” the white-haired black man called out. He froze for a moment with a cold look on his face when he saw Julien. “What you doin’ here? I thought you was behind bars.”
“Is dat anyway to treat an ol’ friend?” Julien held his arms out wide.
“You got no friends here, Julien Dubois,” Jimmy tightened his grip on the large butcher knife in his right hand.
“Uh, uh, uh, I don’t want no troubles, I just lookin’ for my brudda. I understand he went an’ got married while I was away. Don’t I got a right to see my new kin?”
“I doubt she even know you exist. You was dead to Jules. He said you was a very bad man.” Jimmy huffed out his broad chest and took a step toward Julien. “You best leave before I call da po po.”
Julien retreated and waved his hands up in the air. “Hey now, I ain’t done nuttin’ wrong. Just lookin’ for my famly,” he swayed back and forth like a skinny tree in a strong wind, unable to just stand still. “I on my way, but y’all mark my word, I find my brudda and his bride. I needs to welcome her to da famly.”
As he stepped past the corner of the building, a scrawny black man with more gaps in his mouth than teeth, wiped his hands on his greasy apron and nodded at Julien to come his way. Julien danced over and leaned toward the kitchen helper. “What y’all got?” Julien asked.
“I know where your bro is. But what in it for me?” He held out a skinny hand with long bony fingers.
Julien rubbed his stubbly chin as he stared at the man, sizing him up and down. “How I know I can trust ya?”
“I worked here with Jules. I remember him. His pretty young wife too, and dat baby.”
“Baby?” Julien’s eyes lit up as a smile slithered across his face. “My brudda’s a papa?”
“It weren’t his. But he married her right after it was born.” The man spit on the ground and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Y’all want to know or not?”
Julien dug in his pocket and held out a twisted up five dollar bill. “Dis all I got ‘til I get me some work.”
The man snatched the bill out of Julien’s hand and shoved it into a pocket under his apron. “Winnemucca, Nevada. He went to work for some casino café.” The man hacked as if he had a hairball, then disappeared back into the sandwich shop.
“Winne…what?” Julien muttered as he meandered down the sidewalk. “I guess I be goin’ to da desert.” He pulled out a cigarette and lit it, crossed the street and walked into the Greyhound bus terminal. He lied about how much money he had. But then Julien always lied.




Chapter 3



Boise, Idaho



Apolline woke with the dawn after pulling out of a nasty dream where she stood over her husband’s broken and bloody body. She rubbed the sweat off her brow and prayed to Mother Mary to be released from the dreams. She hated closing her eyes at night and returning to the day she stopped the physical pain. Now if she could only stop the rest of it.
On the other hand, the mattress on Petra’s guest bed was soft in all the right places. Apolline felt safe here, hidden away in the upstairs of a Basque home. She went downstairs only to eat and use the restroom. She was terrified of what would happen if she stepped outside into the world again. She heard the rustle of Petra downstairs in the kitchen as she slipped out of bed and pulled on her robe. The morning conjured memories from her own childhood. Waking up to the sound of her mother fixing an early breakfast. Clanking of dishes, aromas from food baking in the oven or sizzling on the stovetop.
She leaned over her sleeping daughter to gaze out the bedroom window. The sky was a soft blue with just a wisp of clouds. But the clear day promised her nothing. Her stomach rumbled and she wanted coffee.
Rounding the corner into the kitchen, Apolline drew in a large breath. Petra was checking her biscuits in the oven and turned at the sound of her houseguest entering the room.
“Good morning, Apolline. It is good to see you up,” Petra wiped the flour off her hands and onto her apron.
“I am sorry we have been here so long,” Apolline eased into a chair at the kitchen table.
“You have only been here four days, that is not so long, and you are looking better. The swelling is gone from your face,” Petra poured a cup of coffee and set it in front of Apolline. “I wondered if you would want to get out? Maybe even look for work?”
“I…was thinking I could wait a little more. I could clean the upstairs for you. Scrub the woodwork?”
“Beautiful Apolline. I know you are scared. But we are here for you. You cannot stay in your room forever. Your daughter needs you to be there for her.”
“I would not know where to look for a job,” Apolline wrapped her arms around herself, withdrawing into her safe shell. The idea of walking out the front door made her heart race with anxiety and her tiny palms sweat.
“What sort of work can you do?” Petra put a cast iron skillet on the burner.
“The only thing I know is waitressing. But who would watch Elizabeth?” Apolline sipped her coffee. Outside a chorus of lawn mowers began followed by the accompaniment of chirping birds.
“Miren and Begone can watch the girl for now. They do not start back to school for a month or more.”
“The teenagers in the house next door?”
“Yes. We can check with Rosa about a job. If anyone knows anything, it is Rosa,” Petra chuckled as she tossed some chorizos in the pan. Apolline smiled at the sound and smell of sizzling spicy pork sausages. She was becoming an enormous fan of Basque cooking.
“I like Rosa, she is so…mama hen-like. If my mama were still alive, I imagine she would be like Rosa,” Apolline smiled.
“She will love you forever for saying that. But then Rosa loves everyone anyway. The kids call her a saint,” Petra leaned toward Apolline with one hand shielding the side of her mouth as if imparting a secret. “I call her a busy-body. Rosa loves gossip. She is the nosiest woman you will ever meet.” She straightened back up. “But she is a saint, though a woman truly born Basque tough, as my mother would say. She would rescue the world if she could.” Petra turned back around and flipped the sizzling sausages. The tang of garlic, cumin, oregano and thyme filled the room.
Elizabeth bounced into the kitchen and into her mother’s lap. “Mama, I hungry,” the little girl said as she brushed the unruly hair out of her face.
“Eggs and chorizos coming right up,” Petra smiled at Elizabeth. “How much did you grow last night? You look twice as big today,” Petra chuckled and pulled a plate out of the cupboard.
“I am growing. I’m five and a half now,” Elizabeth boasted with her proud little chin in the air.
Apolline wrapped her arms around her daughter and kissed her on the forehead. “And a very beautiful five and half you are.”
“After breakfast, we are going to go pay a visit to Rosa.” Petra placed two plates of breakfast on the table, a large one in front of Apolline and a smaller one in front of Elizabeth. “Remember Rosa? The woman who lives on the corner?” Petra brought a third plate over and sat down with it.
“The lady with the braided head,” Elizabeth struggled to cut her chorizo.
“Here, let me do that for you, cher,” Apolline took her knife and fork and cut up the sausage on her daughter’s plate.
Petra laughed after swallowing a bite of food. “Yes, the lady with the braided head.” She looked at Apolline. “If anyone knows the job market in this area, it is Rosa.”
After chewing on a rather large bite of sausage, Elizabeth looked up at her mother. “But Mama, I don’t want a job. I want to go to the park.”
“And so you shall. There is plenty of time for the park,” she looked to Petra with worried eyes.
After breakfast, Apolline and Elizabeth waited at the bottom of the stairs while Domingo made his way down the narrow staircase. He smiled and nodded at Apolline, then kissed the tip of his index finger and touched it to Elizabeth’s nose. She giggled. Petra chattered to Domingo in Basque. He rolled his eyes as he swaggered into the kitchen.
“Come, cher, we must get ready,” Apolline nudged her daughter up the stairs.
“Ready for what, Mama?”
“Get me ready to go find a job, and get you ready to go play in the park. Unless you would rather stay here all day?” At that, Elizabeth ran up the stairs and into their bedroom. Apolline let out a heavy sigh. She would rather stay here all day.
“I want to ride the merry-go-round and swing,” Elizabeth giggled as she slipped out of her nightshirt and into a yellow and blue summer dress. The morning after their arrival in Boise, the ladies in the Basque block filled their arms with clothes and shoes, offering them to Apolline and her daughter. Now they had more clothes than ever before. This was more than a neighborhood. It was a family community.
Apolline looked in the oval mirror that sat at the top of the dresser as she pulled on a pale mint-green summer blouse. The swelling was gone from her face. The bruises on her high cheek bones were starting to fade in color. More green and yellow instead of purple now.
When they came downstairs, Miren and Begone, the two teenage sisters from next door, were waiting in the living room. “Come on little Lizzy, you are coming to the park with us,” Miren chirped as she picked the young girl up in her arms.
“We should not be long,” Petra said as she brushed the hair out of her face. “We are going over to Rosa’s first.”
Begone opened the door for Miren. “Nobody gets in and out of Rosa’s in a short amount of time.” The two sisters snickered and skipped out into the bright sun. Miren put Elizabeth down on the sidewalk and held one hand, while Begone held the girl’s other hand. Every other step they lifted Elizabeth up, swinging her forward as she squealed in delight.
“Again!” Elizabeth cheered. “Again!”
Apolline stood on the sidewalk watching the girls and her daughter walk away. Panic prickled the back of her neck, down her spine and into her chest.
“Do not worry, she is in good hands,” Petra touched her arm.
“But I do worry. A dark cloud follows us. And safety is a long ways off.”
“He will not find you here,” Petra murmured.
But it was more than that. More than Jules. Apolline felt a storm coming and danger waiting around every corner. She made her best attempt to smile at Petra as they turned the opposite direction and headed down to the house on the corner, where Rosa lived. The four houses between the corner and the alley were all identical. Two story stucco homes with basements, a small square covered porch and narrow yards. Rosa Ansotegui stepped out her front door with an area rug in her hands. She repeatedly slapped the rug against the short porch railing and coughed from the cloud of dust that emerged with each whack.
“Rosa, we came to see if you could help,” Petra said as she and Apolline strolled up to the front step of Rosa’s home.
Rolling up the rug, Rosa tucked it under her arm and waved the women into her home. “Of course, I will do whatever I can. Coffee?” The large woman with braids that crisscrossed back and forth across her head, stepped into the house. Apolline and Petra followed her in.
Rosa dropped the rug on the floor behind them and lumbered into the kitchen to pour three cups of coffee. “How do you take your coffee, Apolline?”
“Black for me, merci,” Apolline sat down at the small round wood table in the dining area beside the living room. Rosa and Petra sat down on either side of her. The walls of the small dining room were covered with a floral wallpaper and a large wooden crucifix hung in the center of the wall.
“Apolline is in need of a job,” Petra poured some sugar into her cup and stirred.
“What sort of work?” Rosa sipped the coffee that was as black as her eyes and hair.
“I’m a waitress. A good one,” Apolline said, her voice full of hope.
“I told her if anyone knows of an opening, it would be you,” Petra winked at Rosa.
Rosa stared at Apolline for a moment and tilted her head. “Waitress, huh? I know of places to check.”
“I told you,” Petra chuckled looking sideways at Apolline. “Rosa knows everything.”
“It would have to be close, I do not have a car.”
“You living with Petra and Domingo?” Rosa asked.
“Yes, until I make enough money to get my own place. Job first, home second,” Apolline sighed.
“Did you wear your walking shoes?” Rosa sipped her coffee. “We will check out the neighborhood. You know the boarding houses might need someone.”
“Boarding houses?” Apolline tilted her head and raised an eyebrow.
“They are mostly for the Basque, but they have a few employees there. It is a good place to start.” Rosa stood up and turned off the burner under the coffee pot. “Come ladies, it is a good day for a walk.”
They strolled west on Broad Street past a few older homes. The house on the corner of 5th and Broad was a modest home with delicate lattice work on the eves surrounding a screened in porch dark with age. Rosa pointed at the house as they walked by. “You want to steer clear of that house, the young couple that lives there are not friendly at all.”
“You mean they do not talk to you,” Petra said and winked at Apolline. “Rosa likes to know everything about everyone. If they do not talk to her, she does not like them.”
“That is not true,” Rosa persisted. “I have talked some to the young lady there. Her husband works at the lumber mill and is out of town a lot. She does not talk to me much because I know what she does when he is away,” Rosa huffed. “Now old lady Tonka lives in this house,” Rosa continued to talk about who lived in each house as they walked across the street and turned right on 4th Street. She had a story to tell about each and every one.
The morning air was fairly cool as a westerly breeze rustled the leaves. The three ladies strolled down Grove Street and talked with the people in two boarding houses, three small coffee shops and even the Lamppost fine-dining restaurant in the old Hotel Boise. But no one had a job opening at present. Apolline’s shoulders began to slump forward in disappointment.
“It is lunch time and I am hungry, what about you?” Rosa rolled her shoulders back and smiled at Petra. “Have you eaten the chicken at Murray’s? It is almost as good as mine,” she laughed.
“Down on 8th Street?” Petra asked.
“That is the one. It is a good place to go next.”
Murray’s diner sat on the corner of the block. One side of the building was a dine-in and the other was a drive-in. Girls in shorts zipped out to the cars on their roller skates to deliver hamburgers and malts. And the best broasted chicken in town, according to everyone but Rosa. A couple came out of the diner and the man held the door open for Rosa and the other two ladies to enter. They each smiled and gave him their thanks. It was cool inside, and the three ladies slid into a booth next to the wall.
Apolline leaned close to Petra and whispered, “I have no money for food, Petra.”
“Shush, do not give it a second thought,” Petra reassured her.
Rosa waived over a young Mexican man to the table. “Carlos, is Steve in today?” Carlos, a busboy wore a white apron over his stiff-looking blue jeans and pale blue shirt.
“Yes, Mrs. Ansotegui, would you like me to get him for you?” Carlos asked.
“Yes, thank you,” Rosa adjusted herself on the red and white vinyl booth. After Carlos left she leaned forward and spoke in a lower voice to Apolline and Petra. “Carlos lives in the old apartment house on the corner of 5th and Myrtle. Remember the large old mansion I pointed out? Carlos is a nice young man, works here when he is not studying at the junior college across the river.” She leaned back and straightened the napkin in her lap.
Steve Crump came out from the kitchen and wiped his dirty hands on a once-white apron. He was medium height and round as a barrel with a wicked brown comb-over on the top of his head. The middle-aged man pulled a chair away from a table and sat on it at the end of their booth. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Steve smiled at the ladies, baring his yellow crooked teeth. It made Apolline rub her tongue over her own teeth.
“Steve Crump, this is a dear friend, Apolline. She is a qualified waitress looking for work. I do not suppose you know of any?” Rosa tilted her head toward the man and narrowed her eyes.
“Are you good on roller skates?” Steve asked, peering into Apolline’s sable brown eyes.
“No, I am okay, but not good,” she replied.
“No worries, I can always use a good waitress in here. It’s shift work though, we’re open long hours,” Steve looked at Rosa and smiled as she gave him an approving nod.
“I can work any hours. I am a hard worker, I…” Apolline said.
“It’s okay, doll. If Rosa Ansotegui vouches for you, that’s all I need. Can you be here at six in the morning?”
“Yes!” Apolline’s stomach fluttered with nervousness. She was conflicted with joy for having a job, yet scared of being found. And what would become of Elizabeth then? But Saint Rosa had pulled some strings and gotten her a job. She gulped and tried to pace her breathing. She had to believe it would be for the best. At least, that’s what she told herself.
“Wear comfortable shoes.” Steve stood up and slid the chair back over to its rightful place. He nodded his chin to Rosa and smiled. “Ladies, enjoy.” He chatted with a few customers on his way back into the kitchen.
“Excellent, that was taken care of even faster than I thought.” Rosa ran a hand along her braids, shoving a stray hair back into the tight weave. She turned and nodded to a waitress to come take their orders.
“I’ll have the chicken lunch. In fact, we all will.” She turned to Apolline. “What do you want to drink, dear?”
“Water is fine with me,” Apolline said in a soft voice.
“Well I want a chocolate malt,” Petra blurted out. “That’s something I don’t get very often.”
“Chocolate malts all around,” Rosa added. And the three of them laughed.




Chapter 4

Winnemucca, Nevada



It was a Tuesday evening when Julien Gale Dubois stepped off the Greyhound bus in Winnemucca. He made a sour face and spit on the dirt at his feet. It smelled empty. No salty sea air, no spicy gumbo aromas, nothing. Just dust and dry desert air. It smelled of death to him. He didn’t like this place. Why would his brother move here? Intentionally! He threw his faded denim jacket over his shoulder and cantered up to the station window.
“Where da best place ta get a bite ta eat ‘round here?” Jules asked the woman on the other side of the glass. Her brown hair was pulled tight in a bun on top of her head and her face looked pinched. She eyed him up and down with a confused look on her face.
“You look familiar, don’t you work at…” The bus terminal clerk narrowed her eyes.
“Yeah,” Jules played along in a sly tone, “yeah, ya’ll looks familiar too,” he let out a hollow laugh like the scattering of dry sagebrush.
“You go on a trip?” the clerk asked.
“Yes ‘um. I went home ta N’Orleans ta see some famly. Ya know, my famly mean a lot ta me. Say, where I seen ya’ll in town?” The corner of his mouth twitched in a slight sneer.
The clerk rubbed her acne-ridden chin and raised an eyebrow. “Probably at the Ranch House. Isn’t that where you work?”
Doing his typical little dance, he swayed back and forth and chuckled. “Dat’s it, dat’s where I seen ya. Da Ranch House.” Julien nodded at her and lit a cigarette as he strolled to the corner and looked to the small town city lights, and the Ranch House.
He had a way of walking that looked more like he was skating on ice. Jules swayed into the dining room of the Ranch House Restaurant and took a seat at the counter. He pulled an ashtray close and flicked the end of his cigarette in it.
“Where have you been?” a skinny waitress with dirty blond hair and bags under her eyes asked. “Boy, you gonna’ have some explaining to do. You want some coffee?” her bony fingers wrapped tight around the coffee pot handle.
“Patti,” Julien read the name tag above her flat chest. “Yes on da coffee. What goin’ on?”
She grabbed a cup, filled it, and slid it in front of him. Patti put the pot back on the burner, placed a hand on her hip and leaned over the counter to talk real close. “Bill’s pissed as hell. No word from you or Apolline for a week. You don’t answer your door, even though your truck sits right outside of your place. He said you was avoidin’ him and that made him more pissed.” Patti looked around then leaned even closer to his ear. “Where you been? Why haven’t either of you showed up for work or at least called?”
“It be complicated,” Julien sipped the black coffee.
“It better get uncomplicated if you want to keep your job here.” Patti stepped back and stared hard at Julien’s face. “You look like you been to hell and back. Even your voice sounds a little different, deeper, somehow. You ain’t sick are ya’?”
Julien raised one eyebrow and rubbed his stubble-covered chin. “Tell Bill I show up fo’ work tomorra. What time I gotta’ be here?” he tried as much as possible to sound like his brother.
“Six in the mornin’ as usual. You know your shift’s never changed. He needs you on the breakfast line. I’ll tell him, but that don’t mean he ain’t still gonna’ be pissed.” She glanced behind her, then back at Julien. “And where’s Apolline? We’re shorthanded as it is right now.”
“Yeah, ma wife, see she…uh, not been feelin’ well. She be back soon.”
Julien finished the coffee and tossed a dime on the counter. “Take care, cher. See you in the mornin’.” He lifted his jacket off the back of the chair and sashayed out the door and winked at two young ladies he passed on the way.
Standing on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant, Julien inhaled the dry air of the desert. He already missed the salt spray on the wind and the smell of the Gulf. But he had business to do. “Old truck,” Julien muttered under his breath as he strolled down the street. “He still got dat ol’ truck. Dat be easy ta find.” He lit a new cigarette and moseyed past a casino.




Chapter 5

Boise, Idaho



First day of work on a new job was like a first date, only without the kiss. Apolline brushed her dark wavy hair and touched up her red lipstick. Stomach full of butterflies. Excitement. Hopefulness. She smoothed the skirt of her waitress uniform and trotted down the stairs. She let her nose lead her into the kitchen to the smell of sausage and biscuits. Petra swiftly assembled a breakfast sandwich at the kitchen counter.
“You do not want to be late for your first day on the job. Eat this on the way,” Petra shoved the sandwich at Apolline. “I will take care of Elizabeth when she wakes up, no worries at all.”
Apolline took the sandwich and gave Petra a hug. “Thank you, Petra. You are so good to me.” She gave a quick wave good-bye as she ducked out the kitchen door into the brisk morning air. The sandwich was hot and it warmed her insides as she walked the three blocks to the restaurant. No one was on the streets this early and she smiled at the predawn quiet. No cars, no buzzing casino machines, no flashing lights, even the birds in the trees were silent. Yes, she liked Boise much better than Winnemucca. It wasn’t dusty here. It felt safe. She was unknown here, and that was a good thing. She crossed the street and took the last bite of sausage, egg, and homemade biscuit.
As she stepped up onto the curb, a car zoomed past her in the dim morning light. It made Apolline’s heart race. When did she become so timid and scared at every little thing? She stood silent for a moment forcing herself to take a deep breath and slow her pace. “It is nothing,” she whispered. “Just a car. No Angel of Darkness is following me.” She crossed her fingers hoping it was true.
She rounded the restaurant and walked in the employee entrance at the back. Steve was cutting up fruit for the morning menu. He smiled over his shoulder at her. “Ah, Apolline. This is Betty,” he pointed with his chubby chin to a blond woman filling salt and pepper shakers. “That’s Carlos over there, he’s one of the bus boys.”
Carlos flashed a quick smile, grabbed a rag, and headed out into the dining room where he wiped down the tables and booths.
“What can I do first?” Apolline asked.
“Follow Betty, she’ll show you the rounds. We open in thirty minutes.” Steve looked up at Betty. “Get her an apron and an order pad, she’s been around the block a time or two. She’s no amateur.” He went back to chopping and dicing, whistling as he worked.
“Come on,” Betty nodded for Apolline to follow her. “We got clean aprons in here, and all the pencils, pens, and pads you’ll need. You’ve done a punch clock before, right?” Betty wrote Apolline on the top of a new punch card and shoved it in the clock. “What’s your last name?”
“Dubois,” Apolline said as she tied the apron around her small waist. “And yours?”
“Johnson. I’m Betty Johnson. Where you from?”
“I’m from … the…south,” she didn’t want to say exactly where. After all, she was trying to disappear, not be traceable. It was best if she didn’t give any specifics.
“Well, Apolline Dubois from the south, welcome to Boise, Idaho,” Betty smiled and handed her a couple of freshly sharpened pencils and an order pad. “With your pretty face, you’ll do just fine.”
Apolline wasn’t sure what Betty meant by her remark, but she smiled and slipped the pencils and pads into her apron pockets. Being a waitress was easy. She would keep her head down, stay busy, and earn a living for now.
The day was hectic with a full breakfast crowd and barely enough time to clean the tables off and get a ten minute break before the lunch crowd showed up. Murray’s had a reputation for good food, reasonable prices, and friendly service. By the end of her shift, Apolline felt like she had seen everyone in the county, plus all the surrounding counties. She was amazed they didn’t run out of chicken, hamburger patties, or ice cream for the malts and shakes. This restaurant was the busiest she’d ever seen. But she liked that. It kept her mind off of things she didn’t need to be thinking about anyway. Like Jules Glenn Dubois. She’d killed him with her own hands. Still, a trace of doubt lingered in her mind.
He must be dead. He was dead. She watched the life drain out of his body and seep into the cheap carpet. Why did she keep expecting him to walk into the room? Apolline’s heart skipped a beat every time the dining room door opened. Her breathing became rapid just thinking about it. She went out the back door for a break and stood with her back against the wall, closed her eyes and tried to control her breathing.
“Are you okay?” Carlos asked.
It startled Apolline and she gasped, holding a hand to her chest. Then she gave a nervous laugh. “Oh yes, I am fine. I just…” she searched for the right words, but nothing came. “Thanks, Carlos, I am fine.” Apolline gulped down a hard breath.
“Where do you live?” Carlos asked as he took out a cigarette and lit it up. She hadn’t had a cigarette all day and she was craving the sweet nicotine that glided into her lungs and eased her nerves. It made Apolline’s mouth water. Carlos held out the pack offering her a cigarette. She hesitantly accepted and let him light it for her. She could feel the muscles in her face relax with every inhale. That’s all she needed for now as the raw edges of her nerves quieted.
“So?” Carlos asked.
“So, what?”
“Where do you live? I’m not trying to get personal, I just thought if we lived in the same vicinity, I could walk you home. We get off at the same time.” He took another drag from his cigarette. “I live on the corner of 5th and Myrtle. In the big apartment house.”
Savoring another drag from her cigarette, Apolline smiled and relaxed her chest. “I am staying with friends right now. But I am in that general direction.” She didn’t know the exact address, and she wouldn’t give that out anyway. She wasn’t sure if it was paranoia or precaution. Either way she kept details to herself. She eyed Carlos. He was a good five inches taller than her, maybe a couple years older. He was handsome with his wavy black hair and cobalt eyes. He had the longest eye lashes she’d ever seen on a man. His manner was sweet and his voice was kind. She wanted to trust him, but these days, Apolline couldn’t even trust herself.
“Maybe I will walk you home when we get off,” she smiled, dropped the cigarette on the concrete and stepped on it.
Walking back into the building, Apolline stopped in the doorway and looked back over her shoulder. Carlos was still leaning against the wall outside, his arms crossed over his firm chest, his dark eyes glimmered as he smiled at her. She continued into the kitchen. He was cute, and in a different life, a different world, she could see herself flirting with Carlos. But not in this life, not in this world. She had sealed her fate with the blade of a knife. And now she left her past behind like a stain on the dirty carpet. She bit her lip and meandered into the dining room.
A family of four, mom, dad, and two teenage girls sat down at a table in her section. She pasted on her best smile, placed menus in front of them, and pulled out her pencil and pad. “Can I get you anything to drink while you look at the menu?” Work helped Apolline hold onto her sanity. But Carlos…the thought of his bedroom eyes sent a warm surge down her spine and into her belly. If only she could cross over from one world to another.
Punching her card into the time clock, Apolline rubbed her neck then sat down to take some weight off of her tired feet. It had been a long day. She put the pencils and pads on a shelf with others, untied her dirty apron and tossed it in a laundry bin.
“See you at six tomorrow when the fun starts all over again,” Betty said as she tossed her apron in the basket. “It gets easier, once you get used to it.” She winked, pulled her purse out of a small locker and exited out the back door marked employees only. Apolline took in a deep breath, her eyes fixed on the door. She was ready to go home and soak her feet in hot water. She hoped Petra had something to soak her feet in. If not, she would just soak her whole body in a hot bath.
“Come on, I’ll walk you as far as my apartment building. It’s okay,” Carlos ran a comb through his black wavy hair then slid the comb into his jeans back pocket.
“I am too tired to argue,” Apolline said as she wrenched her way up out of the chair. She pulled her sunglasses out of her small purse as they stepped out of the back door into the late afternoon sun. The air was hot. But it wasn’t humid like the south. The air had a different smell to it here. Not the barren dust of the Nevada desert, but certainly not the aromatic fragrances she remembered from back home in Louisiana. She missed her home. But she didn’t know if she could ever go back there. Not now. Not after she…stabbed him. Dead or wounded, didn’t matter. She left him for dead either way. She remembered all the blood. It was like a photograph imprinted on her mind.
“Where did you move here from?” Carlos asked as they stepped off the curb and crossed 8th Street heading up Myrtle Street.
“Oh, it feels like a million miles away. What about you? You’re Mexican? You have a pretty strong accent,” Apolline was getting good at dodging direct questions and changing the subject.
“Yes, I…was not born here,” Carlos was avoiding direct questions too.
“Then we have something in common,” Apolline said.
They stopped on the corner of 5th and Myrtle Streets. “Well this is me. I live in apartment number 5, upstairs. It’s small, but the price is right,” Carlos nodded to the upper level of the building.
They stood for a moment and stared at the large mansion-turned-apartment building. A shiver passed through Apolline in a single breath. A shiver that warned her of the house cloaked in shadows and secrets. She tried to ignore it. She needed a home. Something close, something cheap. Perhaps with her own secret, she would fit right in.
“How many apartments are in there?” Apolline asked as she took in the elegant lines and grandeur of the Queen Anne architecture. The inviting porch, the bay windows, and the beautifully groomed yard flanked by a huge willow tree.
“Seven,” Carlos replied. “If you know of anyone who’s looking, my neighbor is moving out. She lives in number 6.”
“How big is it? Number 6, I mean,” Apolline surveyed the upper part of the building.
“None of the apartments are big. All the ones upstairs are one bedroom or studios. But everyone’s nice and it’s quiet. I like that.”
“Furnished?” Apolline queried further.
“Um, yeah, but nothing fancy, just the basics.”
“How much?”
Carlos looked over at her as she held her gaze on the lines of the old building, the many windows along the side. “Are you interested?”
“Oui, I mean, yes…I do need a place. But I have to wait until I get my first paycheck.”
“Come with me,” Carlos nodded for her to follow him. He held the gate open for her to pass through and closed it behind him. The front lawn was neatly cared for with purple and blue irises that caressed the porch. Wide steps beckoned them up to the front door that Carlos pushed open for her. Apolline stepped inside the entry way and smiled.
“Home.” The words crossed her lips ever so slightly. The threshold was worn from nearly seventy years of those who had entered here. Three doors opened into the small hallway. The first door on the left was marked 2, the next one was 3, and the door directly in front of them at the end of the hall was labeled 1. To the right was a beautiful open staircase with a proper wood railing. It went up, then across to the left at the top. Shafts of light drifted down from windows at the top of the stairs with an unspoken whisper inviting her in.
“Come on, I’ll introduce you to the owners,” Carlos stepped forward to the apartment just ahead and knocked.
The door opened with a squeal and a short older woman with tightly permed, blue tinted hair greeted them. She was as short as a round barrel of leaves, and her husband standing behind her, was as tall and skinny as a rake. The apartment smelled of homemade apple pie and cinnamon. Warm and delicious. The man pulled out his pocket watch, raised an eyebrow at it, then shuffled into the other room.
“Yes?” Mrs. McLaughlin said.
“Hi, Mrs. McLaughlin. This is Apolline, she works with me at Murrays, and she’s interested in an apartment.” Carlos stepped back behind Apolline.
“Oh, lovely, won’t you come in, dear? How about you, Carlos? Tea?”
“No thank you, I have to get upstairs to my books. I have class tonight.” Carlos waved courteously at the two women, turned and hurried up the stairs two steps at a time.
“Well, come in, come in,” Mrs. McLaughlin said. She walked across the comfy living room with a large bay window on the side, an oversized, faded wool rug covering most of the hardwood floor, and floral Queen Anne furniture. She pointed to two winged back chairs separated by a cherry wood end table and a brass floor lamp. “Have a seat dear. Would you like some tea? Or maybe a lemonade?”
“Lemonade actually sounds really good, if it would not be a bother?” Apolline said as she sat in the chair. The cushion was hard and the back felt like it was full of rocks. The stout little old woman headed off into the other room. The wood floor under her feet creaked like an old woman itself.
“Here you go,” Mrs. McLaughlin handed Apolline the tall glass of lemonade. “We do have an apartment upstairs coming open later this week. But first, tell me a little bit about yourself, dear.”
“I…uh,” Apolline hated this part. Couldn’t she just get the apartment without being quizzed? “I…” she studied the old woman’s face. Could she trust her? Apolline wasn’t even sure if she knew how to trust anyone. “I was born in Louisiana. My daughter, Elizabeth is five, and we need a home, a place to stay. But I just started working today, so I am not sure when I will have enough for the first month’s rent.” She looked up hesitant to ask. “How much is the rent, Mrs. McLaughlin?”
“Please, call me Mildred. My husband and I bought this old building about five years ago. Warren, that’s my husband, he takes care of all the handy work and the lawn. He’s a good man when he gets his nose out of the newspapers.” Mildred set her cup of tea in the saucer on the table between them. “You know this house was originally built for a judge in 1893. It’s a fine house. There’s no heating bill since it’s all geothermal.” She pointed to the silver radiator under the glass in the center of the bay window. “You know, natural hot water springs. And obviously, no air conditioner. But the building shields the heat out pretty well.” The room did feel comfortably cool. “Where do you live now?”
“Uh, I am temporarily staying with Petra and Domingo just on the other side of the block,” Apolline hoped it was okay to divulge that.
“Oh, the Basque families. That’s a close knit community for sure. Well, as I was saying about the apartment, the utilities are included, as minimal as they are. But it’s a shared bathroom.” Mildred’s eyebrows raised. “Tell you what dear, if you’re still interested next Monday, you come back here and we’ll do a walk through, see what you think. If you like it, it’s yours.”
“But you did not tell me yet what the rent is,” Apolline said.
“Oh yes, we’ll work that out. Is your husband coming too?” Mildred eyed the slender gold band on Apolline’s ring finger.
“No, um…” Apolline slid her left hand into her skirt pocket. “He had to go home to Louisiana.” She felt her face flush. She couldn’t very well say she had murdered him. Sorry, he won’t be coming because he’s bleeding to death in Nevada. The silliness of it all almost made her smile. “He…he had…problems. Health problems. No, he will not be coming here at all.”
Breathe. Just breathe.
“Well, that’s fine dear. I just want to make sure there’s enough room for you.”
Warren sauntered into the living room with his face buried in the newspaper he carried. He eased his tall lanky body down onto the couch. “Did you see this?”
“Warren, we have a guest,” Mildred huffed. “Get your nose out of that paper and be polite.”
“Oh, hello there,” Warren lowered the newspaper just far enough so he could peek over the top of the pages. His soft gray eyes that matched his gray hair perfectly, sparkled with delight. “Nice to meet you. Do you follow the news? Did you see this story about the North Vietnamese President requesting U.S. troops to train the soldiers of his country?” Warren shook his head in disapproval. “Mark my word, this can lead to no good. No good at all. Vietnam!”
Mildred leaned forward toward Apolline. “Pay him no attention. That’s what I do.” She leaned back in righteous satisfaction glancing over at her husband.
“Thank you,” Apolline finished off the last of the ice cold lemonade, stood up, and headed toward the front door. “I better be going, Elizabeth will be wondering where I am.”
“Good, good, dear,” Mildred stood up to follow her to the door. “Then I hope to see you on Monday.”
“Yes, thank you,” Apolline offered a smile and left the apartment building. She stood at the gate before leaving the yard and gave the large two story home one last look. It did feel like home. She’d never had her own home. Alone. Just her and Elizabeth. Excitement rose in her chest and up her throat.
Home.




Chapter 6

Winnemucca, Nevada

Julien stood next to his brother’s old Chevy pickup and stared at the apartment door in front of him. This day had been a long time coming and he was glad to finally catch up to his scum of a brother. He took a drag off of his cigarette and knocked on the door. He waited, but there was no answer. No sound from inside. He knocked again. He looked over his shoulder at the pickup that had a layer of dust settled on its windows and body as if it hadn’t been driven in a month. He knocked again. He looked all around to see if there were any bystanders.
None. He tried the doorknob.
It was unlocked. He quickly slipped in the front door closing in behind him.
Once inside, Julien gasped clasping a hand over his nose and mouth, dropping his jacket on the floor. The air smelled fetid, of dead and decaying things. “Goddamn what dat smell?” The putrid stench burned his eyes. It was the smell of vile and unholy things. After a moment, he opened his eyes and looked down to the swarm of buzzing flies feeding on the corpse in the middle of the room.
His brother’s bloody, dead corpse.
The whole room was a tale of desperation, splattered across the walls, the floor, and the furniture. Splattered with his brother’s blood.
Unable to control it, Julien lurched forward and puked all over the floor. He wiped his mouth and quickly opened the windows. He slowly circled Jules’ body noticing the stab wounds, the dried blood, and the knife.
But where was the wife and her child? Did someone kill them too? Take them? He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and leaned down to pick up the knife. His boney fingers shook as they hovered over the weapon. Could he still do it? Ever since he was a young boy, Julien could see visions when he held an object just right. His granny said it was the Cajun sight. To him, it was more of a curse. But booze deadened his senses and obscured his visions. He remembered what she told him.
Sit in silence holding an object in your hands. Close your eyes and let the darkness swallow you. Then a door will open, and through the door you will see who held the object last and what they did with it. Open your mind and not your eyes, and you will see so much more. That’s what his granny said.
Sober now, maybe he could see again. He cautiously wrapped his dirty fingers around the knife handle. He staggered backwards and slumped onto the small couch with the knife in his hand. Julien closed his eyes, welcomed the dark silence in search of the door with answers, and gazed into the past. He watched her stab Jules over and over. His brother covered in blood, gushing apologies, begging for forgiveness.
Julien threw the knife onto the floor. “Goddamn, brudda, ya’ll always was da weak one,” he looked away and tightened his jaw. “Ya’ll was always da weak one. But dis ain’t right, ain’t right at all.” His sister-in-law, whoever she was, had murdered his brother.
He turned a small table fan on and grabbed a blanket off the bed throwing it over Jules. He lit a cigarette and found a bottle of whiskey on the kitchen counter. He licked his lips, unscrewed the cap and tipped it up. He glanced over at the covered body and squinted his eyes. No matter what had happened between he and his brother, no one gets away with murder, well, other than himself. This was different. It wasn’t some whore off the street corner. This was family.
Retribution must be paid. And Julien was just the man to do it. He would track down that murderous bitch and make her suffer for her crimes. He wiped the smile off his face as he glanced back down at the floor. He could use this to his advantage. The restaurant worker thought he was his brother.
Assumed identity. That caused Julien to smile again and swallow another large drink of whiskey. This could work out very well indeed.
Walking around the small apartment, Julien carried the bottle of whiskey in one hand and puffed on a cigarette with the other. He stepped into the narrow bedroom, sat on the end of the bed and finished off the last of the whiskey. He surveyed the room, the closet with clothes for both Julien and Apolline. Dresser drawers held clothes for a little girl too. He picked up a pair of the woman’s panties out of the dirty clothes and held them to his nose. He inhaled and snickered. “Ya smell mighty fine, sista-in-law. Mighty fine indeed.”
Julien dropped the empty bottle on the floor, stomped the butt of his cigarette out on the carpet, and collapsed on the bed. Naptime. He slept off the whisky and woke later, after dark. He rubbed his eyes and looked at a small clock on the night stand. Nearly midnight. Time for him to go to work. Not in the kitchen, not yet. First he had to dispose of his brother. The smell was better with the windows open and the fan blowing, but it was still rank in there. And the flies wouldn’t quit buzzing. Goddamn things.
Slipping out the front door, Julien checked the pickup. There was a shovel in the bed of it, along with some rope. He grabbed the rope and took it back inside. He scrounged all over trying to find keys. There must be keys to the pickup somewhere, and to the apartment.
Nothing. Not in any room. He searched every drawer, counter space, even the small couch cushions. He glanced over at the body in the middle of the room.
Pockets. He winced. Held his breath and pulled back the blanket, dove his hands into his brother’s pockets and emptied them.
Wallet with his driver’s license. Twelve dollars and change. And bingo, keys. Julien covered the body back up and shoved the wallet and keys into his own pockets. “Tanks brudda.” He grabbed the rope and strung it around Jules’ corpse several times stretching from head to toe. That would keep the blanket from flying off. He opened the door to the apartment and leaned against the opening, lit a new cigarette and watched people walk up and down the sidewalk. There weren’t too many this time of night. But it was a casino town.
Patiently he waited. An hour, then two.
The coast was clear, no one in sight either direction. Julien dragged his brother’s body out of the apartment, heaved it up onto the tailgate and shoved it into the bed of the pickup. He slammed the tailgate shut and wiped his hands on his pant legs. He closed the apartment and locked the door, now that he had the keys. Julien drove out into the desert, which didn’t take long, just far enough to get away from the city lights. A vast ocean of sand and sagebrush for as far as the eye could see.
The quarter moon gave little light as the night air cooled and the darkness thickened. Julien grabbed the shovel and started digging. The falling temperatures made the digging a little easier. He dug for over an hour. Felt like ten hours. He wasn’t used to such hard labor. He stopped and looked at the hole. It was big enough. He pulled his brother’s tightly wrapped body out of the back of the pickup, dragged it over to the hole and rolled it in. Filling the hole back up was a lot easier, and faster.
Once the hole was completely covered, Julien sat on the tailgate panting from the exertion. A heavy flapping sound echoed past Julien’s head.
An owl? The darkness wrapped tightly around him. He wiped the sweat off of his brow, pulled out a cigarette and lit it up, taking a large drag. “Don’t worry brudda, I find yo’ wife. I take care of her,” he cackled. He would have is way with her, then he would take care of her. After all, she killed his brother. She deserved the worst.
Closing the tailgate, Julien hopped back in the cab of the old pickup and drove over the bumpy desert to the old highway and back into town. The streets were quiet and silent now. Even the gamblers had all gone to bed. Julien parked the pickup and went into the apartment. He stared for a moment at the huge blood stain on the carpet. He took a whiff. It smelled a whole lot better and even the buzz of the flies was almost gone. Things were looking up. He showered off the sweat and the dirt, then crawled into bed after setting the alarm. It was time now for Julien to become Jules.




Chapter 7

Boise, Idaho



Sitting on Petra’s front porch, Apolline watched a pair of butterflies dance around the lilac bush. She inhaled the sweet fragrance of the flowers as she sipped her morning coffee. It was Monday, she had a week’s worth of wages in her pocket, the day off, and she was going to get her apartment. A home for her and Elizabeth. Her five year old daughter climbed up on her lap with a stuffed toy sheep in her arms, which had lost half of its stuffing over time.
“Mama, Petra said I could have her. Her name is Ruby. Give her a kiss, Mama,” Elizabeth shoved the worn toy into her mother’s face. Apolline kissed the stuffed animal, then rubbed her nose and sneezed.
“Perhaps Ruby needs a bath?”
Elizabeth held the sheep tight in her arms and rocked side to side with it. “Ruby, I love you,” she whispered in the toy’s ear.
“Come on, cher, we have to get you ready,” Apolline lifted the girl off her lap and stood her up on the wood planked porch.
“Ready for what, Mama?” Elizabeth asked.
“Ready to go with me and get our new home,” she tweaked the end of her daughter’s nose and they both giggled.
“Is Papa going to be there?” Elizabeth’s large brown eyes twinkled at her mother.
“No cher, I told you, Papa is sick. He is not coming here.”
“Papa is never coming home?” her little face showed such worry.
“No cher, he is never coming home,” Apolline shook her head sadly, biting her lip. She prayed every night for the soul of her dead husband. Every night she prayed for her own soul as well. Jules had been a sick man, poisoned by alcohol. Taking his life was a sin she could not escape. Not in Apolline’s eyes. She knew some day she would meet him again. She knew there was a place in hell waiting for both of them.
“Come on, Mama. I want to see our new home,” Elizabeth tugged at her mother’s hand to pull her up out of the chair.
“Okay, okay. I will race you and Ruby upstairs,” Apolline stood for a moment giving the little girl a head start, put her cigarette out in a glass ashtray that sat on the railing, and scooted up the stairs giving Elizabeth plenty of time to beat her. The little girl jumped up and down at the top of the stairs. “I win, I win.”
Reaching the upstairs landing, Apolline scooped her daughter up into her arms, tickled her and carried her into the small bedroom. They both fell on the bed giggling. Apolline sat up and looked at the few clothes in the closet. She stood up and pulled out a little pink and lavender sundress and held it up. “Would you like to wear this today?”
Her daughter sat up and clutched the worn, limp Ruby to her chest. “Can Ruby go with us? I don’t want to go anywhere if Ruby can’t come too,” her little lips protruded in a full pout.
“Of course Ruby can go with us. I would not dream of leaving her behind,” Apolline sat down on the bed and yanked off her daughter’s night shirt. “Now, you must get dressed so we can go look at our new home.”
In less than ten minutes they were both dressed and bouncing down the stairs. Apolline poked her head in the kitchen doorway. “Petra, we are going now to look at the apartment. Do you want to come?”
“No, you go ahead. I have laundry and cleaning to do. Then I have to rush to the grocery store this afternoon,” Petra finished washing the last of the dishes from breakfast and placed the rinsed bowls in a dish rack next to the small kitchen sink. She wiped her hands on her apron and kneeled down to face Elizabeth. “You will take good care of Ruby, yes?”
The little girl hugged the toy and nodded her head profusely. Petra rubbed her wavy bangs out of her face and kissed Elizabeth on the forehead. “Rosa may even have some extra linens or dishes if you need.”
“Do not worry, Petra, we will be back shortly. We are not leaving yet,” Apolline recognized the sadness in Petra’s eyes. “And even when we do move out, we will be at the end of the alley.”
Petra stood up and hugged Apolline. “Now I know how my mother felt when I left home,” she sniffled and wiped her nose. “Go on, do not be late for dinner though!” Apolline grasped her daughter’s free hand and they stepped out the back door of the kitchen into the alley.
At the far end of the alley was the back of the large mansion-turned-apartment house.  The yard was enclosed with a chain link fence. She opened the gate from the alley and they walked around to the front of the house. A full-size swing set occupied half of the back yard. Elizabeth’s eyes lit up and she tugged on her mother’s hand.
“Mama look, we have our own swing!” she held the stuffed animal up and whispered in its ragged ear. “Our own swing.” They skipped around to the front of the large old home, across the porch and in the front door.  Apolline pulled in a deep breath as she knocked on the door marked number 1. She’d never had her own place before. It was scary and exciting at the same time.
The door opened with Mrs. McLaughlin standing inside inviting Apolline and her daughter in. “I just finished a batch of chocolate chip cookies,” Mrs. McLaughlin smiled down at Elizabeth. “Would you like one with a glass of milk?”
Elizabeth’s little eyes grew big as she rocked forward onto her toes in anticipation. “Yes, please!”
“Wonderful, you sit right over here and I’ll go fetch them,” the older woman strolled into the kitchen. Apolline and her daughter sat down on a floral print loveseat that faced the large bay window. The smell of fresh baked cookies filled the entire room, causing Elizabeth to close her eyes, smile, and breathe in all that she could.
“Here we go,” Mrs. McLaughlin set a plate of still-warm cookies onto the coffee table in front of them. She retreated to the kitchen once more and returned with two small glasses of milk. She wiped her hands on the apron that covered her calico dress and sat down in the winged-back chair facing them. “I’ll bet you’re here to look at the apartment?”
“Yes, if that is okay?” Apolline said between bites of cookie.
“Of course. Warren, my husband, got it all clean for you yesterday. As soon as you’re done eating, we’ll go up and take a look.”
“Can I have another one?” Elizabeth’s eyes darted back and forth between the plate of cookies and her mother.
“Oh my, yes, you have all you want,” Mrs. McLaughlin chuckled.
“What is that sound?” Elizabeth asked with a mouthful of cookie.
“What? Oh, that’s Warren listening to the radio in the kitchen.”
Elizabeth held the little stuffed lamb up and whispered in its ear, “They have a swing, cookies, and a radio.” She giggled and took another bite of cookie.
“Warren,” Mildred yelled into the direction of the kitchen. “Turn that noise off. I have new renters in here.”
The static-filled news report clicked off and the tall man with slumped shoulders stepped into the room. “Welcome,” his smile widened at Apolline and her daughter. “They’re saying that President Kennedy is advising families to build bomb shelters. Maybe I can make use of the basement after all.”
“Warren Erlyn McLaughlin, you are not touching that basement. Now go and find something constructive to do,” Mildred huffed at her husband. She looked back at Apolline. “Now, where were we?”
“The apartment,” Apolline reminded her.
Elizabeth scooted to the front edge of the loveseat and looked up at her mother. “I am ready now, Mama. We can go see our home.” She slipped off the edge and stood up.
“Very well then, it looks like we are ready,” Apolline stood up and followed her daughter to the door. Mrs. McLaughlin was right behind them with keys in hand.
“Follow me, it’s right upstairs.” They walked up the old wooden staircase. “I think I told you this home was originally built in 1893 for a Supreme Court judge. It was after his death in 1914 that the family turned it into seven apartments.”
When they got to the top of the stairs, they turned right. The first door on the right side of the hall had a number 7 nailed to it. “Number 7 was the judge’s den when he was alive. You know they called him the hanging judge.” They continued to the end of the hall and to the door with a number 6. Mrs. McLaughlin pointed to a door in the corner between the two apartments. It had no number. “The apartments upstairs share this bathroom. And here’s the one that’s vacant,” she unlocked the door to number 6 and opened it.
Stepping through the doorway, the living room was to the left with a long radiator painted white under the window on the far wall. It had hardwood floors with an old faded wool rug in the middle, a dull blue couch and matching chair, one coffee table and one end table. Dust motes hung in the anemic shaft of soft light that slanted inward through the sheer curtains.
“There’s a laundry room in the basement, which you can enter through the back of the building, providing my fool husband doesn’t turn it into some crazy bomb shelter.”
They peered into the bedroom with a double bed in it, then off the living room to the right was a tiny walk-through dining room with a short refrigerator stuck into an alcove on the left, and a built-in wood dining booth on the right. The booth’s white paint was flaking, revealing previous coats of tan and yellow. Beyond that was a narrow kitchen accessible only by the skinny. Mildred looked at the small space with a raised eyebrow. Clearly she was wider than the space between the two counters.
“Warren cleaned this all up yesterday. If you run into any troubles, you just let me know.” The pugnacious short woman grunted as she twisted around in the small space to head back into the living room. “I know it’s small, but living was a little different in 1914.”
“Oh no, it is just right,” Apolline chirped. “This is a perfect home for us, right cher?” she looked down at her daughter.
“And Ruby too? Is there room for Ruby here?” she clutched the toy sheep in her arms.
“And who’s Ruby?” Mrs. McLaughlin asked.
“This is Ruby,” Elizabeth held the toy up and smiled.
“Oh, I see. Well, yes, there’s plenty of room for Ruby,” she turned to Apolline. “What do you think? Rent is forty dollars a month.”
Digging in her small wallet that she pulled out of her pocket, Apolline held out two fives, one ten dollar bill and the rest in ones. Tips came in handy. “Yes, I have just enough. When can we move in?”
“Today, if you want,” Mrs. McLaughlin handed her two keys to the door and gestured for them to leave. “Let’s go back down and fill out a little paperwork. I like to have that for my files.”
They stepped back out into the hall and Apolline glanced at the shared bathroom door. “Who do we share the bathroom with?”
“The other upstairs apartments. Carlos, you know him from work, lives in number 5. I believe he’s from Mexico, or maybe Texas. Apartment 4 is Pierre. He came here all the way from France.”
“Who lives in number 7?” Apolline looked at the apartment door that sent a cold trickle down her spine.
“What? Oh, no one right now. We’re…doing some…work. It’s not habitable as is.” Mrs. McLaughlin spoke in a low voice as if afraid she would disturb some ancient memory.
“What’s habable?” Elizabeth asked as they headed for the stairs.
“The…um…no water. No one can live in there right now,” Mrs. McLaughlin waved them quickly past the door with an uncomfortable frown on her face.
Apolline shivered from a cold chill as she passed the door of number 7. It reminded her of the same cold she felt as a child when she and her friends would walk through the old graveyards. Passing the stone mausoleums had felt the same way.
A deep dark cold that held secrets. A cold where only the dead were allowed to walk.




Chapter 8

Boise, Idaho

A storm was blowing in from the west, dark skies and heavy clouds. Maybe it would rain. They needed the rain. Mildred McLaughlin pulled the roast out of the oven and set the hot pan on top of the stove. She stopped for a moment and stared out the window watching the thunder clouds move across the late afternoon sky. She sniffed the roast, glad she had added the fresh rosemary. She loved rosemary. She’d put it in everything if Warren would let her. She tried to put it in his tea once, but he gagged and dumped it out. Some men had no sense of taste.
The sound of the push lawnmower stopped as she opened the back door from the kitchen into the back yard. “Done mowing, dear?” Mildred asked. Warren pulled his cap off and wiped the sweat off his brow with his sleeve, then put his cap back on.
“Be done in about five more minutes. You got some ice tea in the fridge?” His tall lean body hunched a little forward preparing to push the mower again.
“You know I do, Warren McLaughlin. I always have the ice tea ready for you,” she smiled and pulled the screen door shut, but left the main door open. She walked around the apartment and opened all the windows, making sure the screens were tightly in place. The cool air from the storm would feel good. Especially if it rained.
The front door to the apartment house that led into the lobby slammed shut. Mildred tiptoed across her living room to peek out the peephole in her front door. She heard giggling and scuffling in the hall. Pressing her eye against the small round piece of glass, she grimaced as she watched that young harlot leaning against her door of apartment 2, wrapped around some new guy like a piece of raw bacon. Agatha Pierce seemed so sweet when they rented the apartment to her. Airline stewardess. But it didn’t take long to figure out that Agatha had a side job. All those men she took in to her apartment, and it was a different one every night. Mildred knew what was going on. She always knew.
After all, Warren and Mildred bought the old house-turned-apartment building five years earlier. They put a lot of work into keeping it up, clean and pretty. Warren took such good care of the yard, and Mildred loved her flowers. They were careful to screen who they rented to. If Mildred liked them, they got to live here. This was a good neighborhood of hard working people. But her stomach churned every time Agatha brought home another man. If she could prove it, she would have that little tart run out of her building faster than she could say basil.
Her own back screen door slammed shut and Mildred turned to see her husband take off his grass-covered shoes and place them under the bench next to the door. Warren wiped his brow again as he took in a deep breath of the pot roast and stood at the large white enamel kitchen sink to wash his hands.
“She’s brought another one home,” Mildred huffed as she stomped into the kitchen. She grabbed a glass off of the shelf and flung open the fridge. “That Agatha just brought home another man. Did you talk to her? I asked you to talk to her,” she poured the glass full of ice tea and shoved it into her husband’s hand, almost spilling it.
“Mildred, what am I going to say? You want me to ask that lovely young lady if she’s a hooker?” he gulped down the cold drink.
“Don’t use that word. You know I don’t like that word. But this apartment house is our home, and it’s a respectable home. Or at least it should be. How can you live with that…that…you know what, going on in the next apartment? It’s disgraceful,” Mildred snorted and slammed cupboard doors and drawers as she got plates and silverware out for dinner.
“Honey,” Warren set the empty glass on the counter and put a hand on each of his wife’s shoulders. “We are not without sin ourselves. How can we cast one of God’s children out into the streets, knowing our own past?”
“Wha…” Mildred’s eyes flared with shock. “I’ve never done anything like that! I’ve never…” she pulled away from him and set the table shaking her head. “This is not a brothel and I won’t have it,” she stopped and dropped her head for a moment with eyes closed. She slowly looked up at her husband who was pouring a second glass of ice tea. “I know I’ve made my mistakes. It’s that knowledge, I suppose, that’s kept me from throwing her out already.” Mildred set a wicker basket on the table. “I try to be Christian. To forgive. But some days it just doesn’t work so well.”
“Dinner smells great, dear. Let’s sit and enjoy our meal. Storm’s rolling in. We should sit on the front porch this evening. Maybe it’ll even rain,” Warren always had a way of calming her down. His soothing voice, his soft touch, his words of wisdom. She was so thankful he had stuck with her through her difficult years.
They sat down at the small metal kitchen table and Warren cut the pot roast. He picked up the newspaper sitting on the edge of the table and started reading. “Says here Fidel Castro declared Cuba bans free elections.”
“What do we care about what Mr. Castro does?” Mildred uncovered the basket of hot rolls she’d made earlier in the day and passed him a bowl of sweet corn. The smell of dinner was topped off by the scent of rain moving across the valley. She bowed her head and gave thanks.
“It’s news, and I like the news.”
“Well I like to eat my dinner in peace. So put the newspaper down and let’s just eat.”
“Yes, dear. By the way, I fixed that plugged drain in the laundry room.”
“Oh, good. And that young mother and little girl moved into number 6 today,” Mildred spread butter across her roll.
“Number 6? That’s great. Wish we could get someone to stay in number 7, then we’d have a full house. So where’s our new tenant from?” Warren cut his slice of roast up into small bite size pieces and popped one in his mouth.
“They’ve been staying with one of those Basque families, you know, at the end of the alley?” Mildred took a small bite of her roll. “But I gather she’s from down around Louisiana, in that area.”
“Ain’t no one in this building from Idaho?” Warren stabbed another bite of roast. “I thought we’d be the outsiders, but this seems to be a home for outsiders.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Mildred sipped her iced tea. “Well the good thing is, now Vicki in number 3 will have a friend. She starts first grade this year, the two girls will be perfect for each other. That poor little Vicki always seems so lonely,” she shook her head and cut a piece of roast, then put it back on her plate. Her face filled with sadness and her eyes drifted off into memories far away. She laid her fork down and dropped her hands into her lap.
“Honey, Mildred, don’t do this to yourself,” Warren put a hand on her arm. “That was a long time ago, and there was nothing we could do.”
Her voice cracked with sorrow. “You don’t know that. I was a nurse, I knew better. I’m sorry, I’ve lost my appetite,” Mildred got up from the table, wiped at her eyes and left the apartment through the back door. A thunder cloud rumbled in the distance and the wind rustled the leaves of the large oak tree next to the swing set as she stood on the back step.
The wind blew through her short hair and across her face. She wrapped her arms around herself like a cozy shawl, walked over and sat in the swing, considered her fractured life, and cried. Mildred had paid her penance to the state, lost her job and her license, she wore her disgrace. But she never forgave herself. How could she? It was her fault, and she knew it. The blood of an innocent child would forever be on her hands.
Rain began to spit. Mildred glanced up at the window of apartment 7. A room that held nearly a decade of death and dark secrets. She shuddered.




Chapter 9

Winnemucca, Nevada



The Ranch House Restaurant loomed at the east end of town. There was nothing but dust and sagebrush past the end of the street. Julien lit a cigarette and threw the match into the gravel behind the restaurant. He leaned against the brick wall and squinted his eyes in the bright sun. A car pulled in, the tires crunching in the gravel. Julien watched as a waitress got out and slipped past him into the employee entrance. Why would his brother ever come here? Stupid dry heat and layers of dust. This place made him gag, in more ways than one.
“Jules,” Lee said stepping out the back door. “I pulled those salmon steaks out for you.” Lee was young and eager to please. Julien took advantage of it.
“Thanks, pal. I be inside in a minute,” he pulled a long drag off of the cigarette and let it fill his lungs. “Hey Lee,” he called out to the young man. But Lee had already gone back inside. Julien chuckled to himself. This workin’ forty hours was for losers. He had better things to do. He had a sister-in-law to find. And punish. That was his job now, not flippin’ burgers, short stacks, and salmon. His brother was a loser. He deserved to die. But not at her hands.
The kitchen was crowded, noisy, and sweltering hot. Julien wiped his brow with the back of his hand. Why would anyone put up with this? He threw one of the salmon steaks on the grill, it sizzled and hissed. He drenched it in olive oil. Lee was hunched over the large sink washing dishes.
“Hey Lee, c’mere,” Julien nodded.
Drying his hands on his apron, Lee bounced in eagerness over to Julien. “Yes sir, what do you need?”
“Don’t call me dat sir shit,” Julien spat on the floor between them.
“Sorry, Jules.”
“Listen, ya’ knows ma wife, right?” Julien kept his voice low not wanting anyone else to hear.
“Apolline, sure. You said she went to visit her family back home?”
“Yeah, well, here’s da thing with dat. Ya’ see, she was spendin’ a lotta’ time right before she took off, with some friends here. You ever see her with friends here?”
“Uh,” Lee shrugged his shoulders. “Not really, Jules. I mean, I know she liked them Basque parties, you know, when them bands play over at the big W Hotel.”
“Dat Winnemucca Hotel?”
“Yeah, that’s the one. Those Basques have celebrations all the time, and they have a band that comes down from Idaho a lot and plays there,” Lee rubbed his hands on his apron nervously.
“Dat’s right,” Julien laughed and ruffled up Lee’s hair. “Yeah, she love dem Basques. Idaho, huh?”
Lee chuckled in a relieved voice. “Yeah, Idaho.”
“Ya’ done good, kid,” Julien gave Lee a friendly pat on the back of his head. “Now get dem dishes washed or we be serving our guests on our bare hands.” Julien watched the dishwasher out of the corner of his eye. He tightened his jaw. Basques, huh? They should be easy enough to track down.
When Julien and his twin brother were young boys, he hated the fact that they looked alike; that no one could tell them apart. But today, he decided it was a pretty good thing. Today he could use his brother’s good looks to his own advantage. Today, he would track down that murderous bitch that took his scum-of-a-brother’s life. The two brothers may have fought their whole life, but no one had the right to hurt Jules, except Julien. He protected his brother from their abusive father in the early years. And then that bastard turned on him. The more he thought about it, the hotter under the collar Julien got. He flipped the last salmon patty onto a plate, added the rice and garnishes and slid it onto the window shelf. “Order up,” he called out. He glanced at the clock, untied his cook’s apron, pulled the cap off of his head and nudged Lee on his way out the back door. “Ma shift up, kid. See ya’ ‘round.”
That evening the desert cooled down fast once the sun slipped away and made Julien shiver as he lit a cigarette and strolled along the sidewalk toward the Winnemucca Hotel. He laughed to himself as the Basque music filtered over the clanging and buzzing from the casinos. The dance in his step was back as he took a puff and smiled at the ladies as he passed them.
The Jimmy Jausoro band was playing on the back patio of the old hotel. Dancers filled the streets, along with laughter, and the smell of hot cooked meats simmering in tantalizing spices. And best of all, the smell of whiskey. It reminded him of home. Julien did love his whiskey. He did a little two step as if dancing on his own, then edged his way into the crowd. He smiled at an enticing young girl in traditional Basque clothes, a white peasant blouse, a full red skirt and red shoes with straps that laced back and forth up over her calf. She stood at the edge of the dance floor.
“Hey doll, dis da band from Idaho?” the sly fox asked.
“Um, yeah,” the teenager nervously rubbed her hands on her skirt.
“Tell me again, what town dey from?” Julien blew smoke over the top of her head.
“Boise, we’re from Boise,” she glared at him then disappeared into the crowd.
“Boise,” Julien mused as he took another long drag and felt it expand in his chest. “Look like it be time for anudder road trip,” he laughed to himself all the way back to the apartment.
Inside the tiny living room, Julien threw back a glass of whiskey, wiped his parched lips, and filled his glass for another round. His eyes stared at the large blood stain in the center of the room. He finished that drink and poured more. The whiskey sure tasted good. Oh, but seeing Apolline squirm was going to taste so much better.




Chapter 10

Boise, Idaho

Agatha Pearl Pierce was a stewardess for a small airline. When they had flights. And she was a prostitute when they didn’t. After all, a girl had to pay the rent. The busty twenty-five year old blond, brushed her hair in front of the mirror in her small bathroom. She had a Barbie-doll figure. It was a gift, and her mother always taught her to never let a gift go to waste.
Backing away from the mirror, Agatha admired her black pencil skirt and the black and white striped silk blouse. They looked good on her. Damn good. The corner of her plump red lips curled up in satisfaction. She unbuttoned one more button and adjusted her nice round breasts in the new bra she had bought. Black lace. She even splurged and bought the matching panties. French cut. Shaking her shoulders, she admired the rustle of the lace brushing against the silk blouse. She did so love silk!
Blotting her ruby lipstick on a square of toilet paper, Agatha created a perfect kiss. She dropped the paper in the small trash can and smiled at her reflection. Her momma would be proud, if she were still alive. Agatha used her gifts well. Although it hadn’t landed her a husband yet. And that’s all she ever really wanted. A rich man to take care of her. Buy her pearls and mink. Keep her happy sipping martinis every night. She would make him happy too. She had learned some amazing ways to make men happy. She could make all his dreams come true.
Sexually. Agatha knew what to do. She just wanted that husband to do them with.
Becoming a stewardess wasn’t a career goal; it was a way of meeting pilots. And rich men who flew on business trips. And as much as Agatha sensuously served them coffee and tea, no one offered her a diamond ring. It made her sad, really. She had so much to offer. And no one to give it to.
“Well,” Agatha spoke to her reflection. “You better get out of this dump and find a man to get you drunk before you start crying. You have a gift. Go use it, for God’s sake.” She turned, picked up her black clutch with the rhinestone clasp, and left the apartment.
Stepping out the front door and onto the porch, Agatha glanced over at Warren sitting in a metal chair reading the newspaper. He peeked over the page and smiled at her. “Evenin’ Miss Pierce, lovely time of day.”
“Yes it is. Anything noteworthy in the news these days?” Agatha adjusted the red belt around her waist.
“Look at this,” Warren folded the paper and pointed to an article on the page. “A custom-built 1961 Lincoln Continental convertible was delivered to the White House for President Kennedy. Won’t he look fine riding around in that?”
“Our new President looks fine in whatever he’s in.” Agatha stepped down the front steps and left the yard. She had better things to think about than some fancy convertible the nation’s president would be riding around in. She had her own future to contemplate. Maybe tonight she would meet her Mr. Right. She would go to the Lamppost, the most exclusive bar and restaurant in town. It was where the wealthy hung out. Agatha threw her shoulders back, her chest out, which wasn’t hard to do, and strolled downtown.
The soft kiss of summer twilight cast pink and blue shadows across the sides of the buildings. The air was a warm blanket that caressed her skin. She could hear crickets chirping and the sound of traffic a few blocks away. The smell of her new perfume wafted on a gentle breeze, Paris Nights. Agatha bought it not because it smelled all that great, but because of the name. She had always wanted to go to Paris. Especially after talking to Pierre in apartment number 4 upstairs. He was quite a bit older than her. He was at least forty, sad, but nice. And Pierre was from Paris. He even spoke the language. Agatha thought that was amazing. She loved listening to him talk in his native tongue.
She reached Main Street and turned left to go downtown. The lights of the city made her feel intoxicated. Agatha loved the city. Her black patent leather high heels clicked on the sidewalk as she strolled along, imagining she was in Paris. After so many mornings of sitting with Pierre, drinking coffee together, listening to him talk about his home, she could almost feel it, see the lights of the Eiffel Tower, and hear the locals chattering all around her. A driver honked his horn at her as she stepped off the curb and almost into oncoming traffic. Agatha stopped at the edge of the street and looked around. She’d been walking in a dream.
The lights of the Lamppost Restaurant were bright, inspiring Agatha to smile. She smoothed her tight skirt over her shapely hips and hurried across the street and into the building. The bar’s dim lighting created an ambiance of intimacy and privacy. It was Agatha’s favorite place to be. She breathed in the smoke and alcohol infused air deep into her lungs like a baby taking her first breath. “Ahhhhh,” she sighed. It calmed her nerves and made the world right again. Her high heels tip-tapped on the hardwood floor as she glided over to the bar and slid onto a stool. Bob was working behind the bar tonight. Agatha considered Bob her good luck charm.
“Hey Bob, how about a dry martini for a girl?” Agatha leaned over giving him a great shot of cleavage.
“Sure doll, one dry martini coming up,” Bob shook the metal shaker and kept his eyes glued on her low cut blouse, and what it barely covered. He poured it into the martini glass, dropped in a couple of olives on the pick and slid it in front of her. “Start you a tab?”
“Thanks, Bob,” Agatha sipped the drink, swiveled around to scan the room. Two men in business suits were having cocktails in front of a window. They had possibilities. She smirked at an older man with a woman half his age sitting in the corner. He was wearing a wedding ring, but she wasn’t. Taking the secretary out for a night cap, huh? Agatha had seen it all and heard it all. My wife doesn’t appreciate me anymore. We’ve grown apart. We don’t have anything in common. We don’t even sleep together. I haven’t had sex in years. Agatha never believed that one. Even if a man’s unhappy, if he’s married, he’s getting sex.
A white-haired gentleman sat at the other end of the bar. Alone. No wedding ring. Did she mention premature white hair? He was very dashing. Agatha felt a tingling build between her thighs, then it moved into her stomach. She could always tell when a good orgasm was in her near future. He looked her way and she smiled. Her smile was tantalizing. That’s what men said. Tantalizing. She smiled at the prematurely white-haired man. He smiled back.
A woman in a soft grey sheath dress, with grey heels and auburn hair in a beehive, eased past Agatha. She leaned over and kissed the man with the prematurely white hair and sat down at his table. He glanced over at Agatha, shrugged his shoulders and winked.
Humph! How rude. How despicably rude to lead her on when he knew he was meeting someone else. She picked up her martini glass and tossed the cool liquid down her throat. Shoving the glass across the counter she scowled. “I’ll have another, Bob.” He pulled the glass away from her, set it in a large bin of dirty dishes and fixed her second martini.
“Take your time, doll. The night’s young,” Bob slid the martini in front of her and marked a ticket with another drink.
The night might have been young, but Agatha was getting older by the minute. Her twenty-sixth birthday was right around the corner. What would her mother, God rest her soul, say if she knew Agatha was turning twenty-six and still single? She could feel the lines and wrinkles encroaching on her face as she sat there. Before she knew it, her boobs would start to sag, she was sure of it. She gulped down her martini and motioned to Bob for a third. He raised an eyebrow, but did as she wished.
Not getting any action in the Lamppost, Agatha paid her tab, touched up her ruby lipstick, and strolled outside. The night air felt good on her skin. It was cool and comforting. A wash of sweetness over her body. She hiccupped, chuckled to herself, and crossed Main Street to head back home. She stopped on the corner of 7th and Main and leaned against the brick building as she lit a cigarette. Traffic was picking up on the city streets as the bars and restaurants bulged at the seams. Maybe she had misjudged the evening. There might be hope yet. She glanced back at the Bouquet Bar. The music that blasted out of its doors and windows pulled her in.
Sandy Miller sat at the large ornate wood bar inside the Bouquet. When she saw Agatha step inside the door she rushed to hug her. “Aggie, I’m so glad you made it. You gotta’ come meet these cute guys. Come on,” she grabbed Agatha’s hand and pulled her over to the counter. Sandy was right about one thing, they were definitely cute. Agatha felt better already. And the tingling was back. This time, she was sure it was for real. One orgasm coming up. She giggled and ordered another martini.




Chapter 11

Boise, Idaho



Julien stepped off the Greyhound bus in Boise and grinned. The air in the depot was stale, but at least it wasn’t filled with dust. There were mountains. That was a good sign. Water wouldn’t be far. Julien was lost without a river or bayou close by. He threw his jacket over his shoulder and nodded at a station worker. “Where da Basque people live?”
The woman behind the window raised an eyebrow at him. “The Basque block is across town that way,” she pointed to the south. “Grove Street area.”
Julien nodded thanks to her and swaggered out of the station in the direction she pointed. Meandering through the center of town, he decided to take a small but necessary detour in a bar. The light was dim, a jukebox played Travelin’ Man by Ricky Nelson. “Whiskey,” he called to the bartender, then surveyed the room around him. Quiet this time of day. Not many people yet. He tossed the coins on the counter to pay for his drink, and frowned. “What da hell dat music?”
The bartender put the change in the cash register. “Ricky Nelson, it’s his new hit.”
“Mo’ like new shit to me,” Julien slugged down the whiskey. He lit a cigarette and shook his head. “Dat ain’t music.” He left the bar and continued south until he arrived at Grove Street. The front of a large old boarding house was lined with men sitting in chairs on the sidewalk, smoking, drinking beer and laughing.
“Ya’ll know them dat play in da bands? Ya’ know, dat go down to Nevada sometimes?” Julien exhaled smoke in their direction.
“Sure,” a younger man with thick curly black hair said. “Jimmy Juasoro, he has a band that goes down there.”
“Yeah, dat ‘em. I heard ‘em play, where can I’s reach ‘em?” Julien shifted his weight from side to side. He was amazed at how friendly these people were. How easily they gave out information.
“Jimmy and some of the other band members live in the row houses on Broad Street, the ones Rosa owns.” The older man next to him pointed to his right. “Just a few blocks over there, Broad Street between 4th and 5th Streets. Can’t miss ‘em.”
“Much obliged,” Julien nodded, took another drag from his cigarette and whistled a familiar tune as he continued walking. He slowed his pace when he saw the four stucco houses, identical in design, that lined the block from the corner to the alley. He prowled around the neighborhood. Julien gave a neighborly wave to a couple as they walkout out of their front door of the first house next to the alley. He ambled down to the corner. These people didn’t know who he was, but he knew them. They were the filth who brought his wicked sister-in-law to this town. She-who-must-be-dealt-with was here, somewhere on this block. He could feel it in his bones.
No one in the row houses fit her description. What little description he had anyway. There were a few people he hadn’t seen yet, living in the apartment house around the corner. So he circled the block again. He needed to make sure before he moved in.
He stayed in the shadows, ducked behind trees, and slipped around corners to keep from being seen. Julien could fade into the backdrop, all of him disappearing. He watched the house on the corner of 5th and Myrtle Streets. The large two-story apartment building. He watched the people sit on the chairs on the front porch. He observed two little girls playing on the swing set in the back yard. He watched the inhabitants as they left in the morning. And he watched when they came home in the evening.
After dark, Julien put his bare hand on the fence around the old home. Only a vague sensation came to him, but one he understood. This was a place that had seen a great deal of death. And it wasn’t over yet.
The next day a summer rain storm moved into the valley. Julien crouched behind a large lilac bush waiting and watching. The lilacs were a pleasant whiff, but he loved the smell of the impending rain even better. That felt more like home. He sat down on the sidewalk with his back against a chain link fence and lit a cigarette. He watched a couple of cars drive past. Across the street were two houses that flanked a large grove of trees. He chewed on his lower lip and took another drag off of the cigarette. He decided to see what was on the other side of those trees.
Crossing Myrtle Street, Julien followed a small foot path between a house and the back of a large brick building. When he came out on the other side, the corner of his lip curled up in an evil grin. The large building to his right was the Historical Museum. Straight ahead was a city park with a small zoo to the left. Julien listened to the rush of the river beyond. His step quickened as he danced his little jig through the city park and to the edge of the Boise River.
It wasn’t as grand as some of the rivers he was used to in Louisiana. And he didn’t see any crocs. He sniffed the air and smelled the cold water. He loved the water. A good swift current could hide all manner of sins. His grin widened.
The city park was not a big park, not compared to the ones in New Orleans, but it was substantial enough. At least for his needs. Large full trees lined the river banks. It was perfect. Julien scooted his butt down on the cool grass and leaned against a large maple tree. He finished his cigarette, closed his eyes and listened to the rush of the water beside him. The smell of the animals in the nearby zoo pranced on the breeze that brushed past his nose. He flicked the cigarette into the river.
The wanna-be rain shower came and went. Julien huffed at the thought of Idahoans calling that rain. They had no idea what rain was. But it left a sweet smell behind. He enjoyed the smell. The thunder clouds moved on and the sun retreated for another day.
It was a full moon. Julien couldn’t believe his luck. Things always went his way on a full moon. This was a good sign. He stomped his second cigarette butt into the wet grass, shoved his hands into his jean pockets, and gazed back across the park in the direction of the Basque neighborhood. Like a predator scoping out his prey, Julien stalked across the deserted park, creeped through the high bushes on either side of the walking path, and came out again on Myrtle Street.
Standing at the edge of the thick bush that was taller than him, Julien watched the apartment house. His eyes narrowed on a lovely blond in a tight skirt and satin blue blouse with spaghetti straps. She passed through the front gate and stood on the sidewalk as if she was unsure of which direction to turn. Like a jaguar in the jungle, Julien pounced on his chance, and in the snap of a finger he was across the street standing next to her. He leaned against the fence and lit a cigarette, eyeing her fine shapely body.
“Ya’ll look like ya’ needs some company, darlin’,” Julien smirked.
The young woman jumped, held her hand to her inviting chest, and giggled with a nervous breath. “You startled me,” she said, eyeing his cigarette.
“Want one?” Julien asked and held the pack out to her. She took one and held it to her plump, ruby lips. He slid the pack back into his dirty tee shirt pocket, pulled out a match, struck it against the seat of his rough denim jeans and lit the cigarette in her mouth. He took a drag off of his and leaned back against the fence. “Ya live here?” he nodded at the large old home behind them.
“Yes,” she took a puff and crossed her arms, sizing him up and down. “You have a funny accent, a lot like the new girl upstairs.”
“Dat so? Where she be from?” he asked trying to seem as if he didn’t care.
“I’m not sure. She doesn’t talk much. She and her daughter just moved in,” she blew smoke out on the exhale.
“What be yo’ name?” Julien’s eyes lit up with excitement. He’d found her. He’d found the bitch of a bride that murdered his brother. His whole body tingled.
“Agatha. I’m a stewardess for United Airlines. And you?” she took another drag off of the cigarette.
“All ya need to know, darlin’, is dat I’m yo’ pilot for dis trip. What say we take a walk, maybe have a little fun down by da river side?” he filled his lungs with nicotine and could barely stand still he was so excited. His heart raced and his stomach tingled like a hundred moths clambering to the flame.
Agatha narrowed her eyes on him. “I’m not free. You got twenty dollars, we’ll go back into my apartment and I’ll make it worth your while,” she pulled the cigarette away from her mouth and slowly swiped her tongue across her top lip.
Finding it hard to stand still, Julien swiveled his hips and shook his shoulders. His hard-on was already getting tight in his jeans. “How ‘bout we walk to da park. River da best music fo’ a night of hot sex. I make it good for ya’ll,” Julien threw his cigarette to the sidewalk and put a hand on each of her bare shoulders. “I gots fifty bucks and all da cum ya can swallow,” a high-pitched excited giggle left his mouth.
Tossing her cigarette on the sidewalk by his, the blond beauty crushed it with her three-inch red patent leather heels. She slipped her arm around his and pointed them toward the city park. “Fifty dollars you say?”
“Yes’m,” Julien snickered. “Or as we says back home, laissez les bons temps rouler.”
“Ooh,” Agatha crooned, “that sounds French. I love the French. What does it mean?”
“Let da good times roll, darlin’” Julien reached back and pinched her butt cheek as they crossed the road. “Tell me ‘bout da place ya’ll live, and da new one with a daughter.”
“Apolline?”
“Yeah, she a stewardess too?”
“No, she’s a waitress, down at Murrays.”
The two squeezed through the narrow walking path between the trees and emerged in the park. One car sat empty in the parking lot. Probably some kids making out in the back seat. Julien didn’t care. He guided Agatha across the cool grass to the river’s edge.
A sliver of moonlight illuminated the outline of the maple and cottonwood trees that lined the riverbank. They listened to the water rush past on gentle waves, and the rhythmic sounds of the tires on the bridge just a few yards away. The orchestra of the night played on as Julien ravaged the naked body of Agatha on the bank of the Boise River. The storm had long passed though there was still a soft breeze that rustled through the trees. Her body was soft and her breasts were full, just the way he liked them. He sucked on her tits like a hungry baby determined to get every last drop. She moaned in ecstasy.
Two orgasms later, Julien was finally done. He lay naked on the cool grass beside her. Reaching over for his tee shirt, he pulled the cigarettes out of the pocket and lit one, handed it to Agatha, then lit a second for himself. He blew smoke rings into the cool night air and listened to the river rush past them.
“Fifty dollars, Captain, and I’ll head home now,” Agatha sat up and reached for her blue silk blouse with spaghetti straps.
Julien grabbed her hand and stopped her. “I ain’t done,” he took a long drag off of his cigarette and threw it in the grass. He rolled over and mounted her to have one last run. But this time when he was done, he didn’t roll off. Instead he sat up a bit, looked down into her hazy eyes, the corner of his lip curled up. “Guess I forgots I ain’t got no cash,” he slid his hands around her neck, and squeezed the life out of her. She kicked and flung her hands choking out an attempted scream.
A gasp, a gurgle, and Agatha Pearl Pierce was dead. Julien slid off of her and rolled her naked body down into the rushing river. He picked up her purse, took the money out of it and stuffed it into his pocket, then wrapped her clothes around the biggest rock he could find, and threw them all into the center of the water. He pulled his jeans on and lit another cigarette. He had no choice really. She might have said something to Apolline. He couldn’t risk that. Too bad, too. She was a good lay. Although he’d never paid for sex, he didn’t see no sense in that.
He’d never understand women. They don’t pay for it, but they think men should? That was just crazy in his book. Nope. He never planned on giving her fifty bucks. Not even the twenty she asked for. He pulled on the rest of his clothes and stood up. Best to stay in the shadows. They’d find her body the next day, but the river was flowing pretty fast. It would be away from here. He bought himself a little bit of time.
“Apolline,” he muttered.
The next body to go in the river would be hers.
She had lost her right to live. And Julien Gale Dubois was the perfect judge, jury, and executioner. He slipped through the park to a large row of trees near Myrtle Street. He took his shoes off, laid down under the trees and fell asleep with a smile of anticipation on his face.




Chapter 12

Boise, Idaho



After two weeks working the early morning shift at Murray’s, Apolline was happy to get moved to the evening shift. This meant she got to sleep in. Ah, she loved sleeping in. The birds were singing in the tree outside her bedroom window as they flitted among the branches. The sun gently reached across her face. She rolled over to look at Elizabeth, but her daughter was already up and playing in the middle of the living room floor.
“Cher, what are you doing?” Apolline called into the other room as she pulled the sheet up over her face to block the bright morning sun.
“I’m playing with my paper dolls.” Elizabeth came bouncing into the bedroom. “I need to go potty, Mama,” she twisted her little face in a show of urgency.
“Okay, okay,” Apolline stretched her way out of the sheets, pulled her bathrobe off the foot of the bed and slipped it on. “Come on,” she rubbed her hands through her messy hair and trudged through the living room, out the door into the hallway, and opened the door to the bathroom. “I will wait for you here,” Apolline leaned against the wall.
“No. I can do this by myself,” the little girl said with an air of independence.
“Very well,” Apolline said on a yawn. “You come right back in when you are done,” she stood and looked around the hall. Apartment 7 was to the left, and apartments 4 and 5 were on the right. Her apartment number 6, her new home was at the end of the hall. There was a window at the opposite end if the hall where the sun peeked through into the hallway and down over the staircase to the left. She opened her door and stopped. Apolline was sure she heard something, a faint sobbing.
In apartment 7.
But no one lived in there. Her heartbeat raced and she knocked on the opaque glass window of the bathroom door. “Cher, you hurry up, you hear?”
“Yes Mama,” Elizabeth called out in a sing song voice. Apolline could hear her daughter singing some children’s song to herself. It was cheerful.
The sobbing stopped. She gulped and knocked on the glass again.
“I almost done, Mama,” Elizabeth called out. Apolline leaned her back against her apartment door, her eyes fixed on the door marked 7. There was a child sobbing in there. She was sure of it. She heard it plain as day.
Sobbing.
Was there someone in there? Maybe she should check. What if someone had left a baby in there? She stepped forward, her hand reached out to the mysterious apartment door. The bathroom door slowly opened and little Elizabeth looked up at her mother. The noise startled Apolline and she jumped and gasped.
“Are you okay, Mama?”
“Yes, of course. Did you flush?” Apolline asked.
“Oops!” Elizabeth giggled and ran back into the bathroom and pulled the lever on the back of the toilet.
“What have I told you? Wash your hands,” Apolline pointed to a small foot stool under the white porcelain sink that was fastened to the wall. Her daughter pulled the step stool out, climbed up on it and could barely reach over the sink to turn on the handles. Apolline looked back nervously at apartment 7.
“No soap, Mama,” Elizabeth clapped her hands under the running water having fun with the splashes. Apolline stepped into the square room and turned the water off.
“That is good enough. I am sorry I forgot to bring the soap in. Come on, we can go home and dry your hands.” There was no towel in the community bathroom either. Pushing her daughter into their own apartment, Apolline gave the hall one last look before she shut the door. There were no more cries from number 7. Only silence that fell like an autumn leaf.
“I hungry Mama, what’s for breakfast?” Elizabeth looked up with wide eyes that sparkled with laughter and joy. She plopped down in the middle of the living room floor and picked up a shoe box full of paper dolls and their fold-on clothes.
“How about some oatmeal? I have brown sugar,” Apolline smiled as she walked past the small fridge and dining booth to the kitchen.
“Raisins too,” Elizabeth called out.
“What, cher?” Apolline asked standing in the doorway with the oatmeal tin in her hands, hearing her daughter whispering in the other room. “What are you whispering?” But Elizabeth didn’t answer. Instead she sat silent playing with her paper dolls. As Apolline stepped back toward the kitchen her daughter resumed the whispering. It gave her an uneasy chill.
“Shhh,” Elizabeth appeared to look at someone sitting on the floor in front of her, yet there was no one there. She tilted her head as if listening, then giggled and resumed playing with her paper dolls.
Apolline fumbled the tin a bit and walked through the living room to look at the front door. It was closed tight. She pulled the safety chain across as extra protection. “Who are you talking to, cher?”
“Um…Ruby,” the little girl glanced over at the ragged stuffed toy beside her and giggled again.
Edging her way back into the kitchen, Apolline kept a close eye on her daughter and the empty space in front of her. She knew when her daughter was whispering to Ruby. But this wasn’t that time. Was Elizabeth so desperate that she invented an imaginary friend? Did Apolline need to worry? She shook her head as she poured the oatmeal into the boiling water and stirred.
Children. They do all sorts of crazy things. It was just a vivid imagination. That’s all it was. She repeated it several times.
A vivid imagination.
But just the same, they stayed inside all day and played paper dolls together. Apolline leaned back against the front of the couch and looked at her watch. “Oh cher, Miren will be here soon to babysit you.”
Her daughter frowned with pouty lips. “But we’re playing,” she demanded.
“I have to go to work. I told you this week I work the late shift. So Miren will be putting you to bed tonight, because when I get home you will already be asleep,” Apolline tweaked her daughter’s nose and chuckled. “Maybe Miren will take you outside for a little while to play in the yard.”
“No,” Elizabeth shook her head with a stern expression. “I’m to stay inside today.”
“Why?”
“Uh, because David, I mean, Ruby said so,” Elizabeth went back to changing the clothes on her paper dolls. She had everything divided into neat little stacks. Casual clothes, pajamas, and dressy clothes. Apolline smoothed a lock of hair out of her daughter’s face and kissed her rosy cheek.
“David? Who is David?”
“Mama, I meant Ruby,” Elizabeth insisted.
“Very well. Miren will make your dinner later,” Apolline felt sick to her stomach for a moment. She paced the room, then headed into the bedroom to get dressed for work. Something was wrong. Her stomach always acted up when something bad was about to happen.
Had they found Jules’ body? Were they looking for her now? Would she go to prison? Apolline’s heart raced and her breathing became shallow as panic prickled the hair on the back of her neck.
They couldn’t take her away now. Not now. She had a home here with her daughter. She and Elizabeth were happy. If the police came, maybe she would run. She would take Elizabeth and disappear somewhere else. She pulled her work uniform on and brushed her hair.
A knock on the apartment door startled Apolline so much she shrieked. She closed her eyes for a moment and held a hand to her chest, calming her nerves. The knock repeated. She tiptoed to the door and looked out the peephole. It was Miren. She let out a heavy sigh of relief. Apolline pulled the safety chain off and opened the door.
“Miren, come in,” Apolline stepped aside, but looked past the teenage girl to see if anyone else was in the hallway. “I am just about ready to go. I have some pork chops in the fridge, and there are some potatoes in the kitchen cupboard. She will be hungry in a couple of hours.”
“No problem. But I was thinking I might take her to our home, my mother makes so much food. There would be plenty for Elizabeth there.”
“Uh…She doesn’t…” Apolline looked back at her daughter, still playing in the middle of the living room floor. “Can you keep her in here today, and maybe tomorrow she will go to your house?”
“Sure, we can handle pork chops,” Miren held her arms out to the little girl as she entered the room. Elizabeth jumped up and dashed into Miren’s arms. “You don’t want to go to my mother’s house for a big Basque dinner tonight?”
Elizabeth pushed back a little so she could look the teenager straight in the eye. And with the most serious expression on her little face, she shook her head no.
“I have to stay in today,” Elizabeth said, and wiggled out of Miren’s arms and back down to the floor. “Play paper dolls with me. You can have this black lady, she has really big hair,” she handed a paper doll and a stack of fold-on clothes over to the teenager.
Miren sat down on the hardwood floor with the little girl. “You know what I did today?”
“No,” Elizabeth continued sorting her paper dolls.
“I took a leisurely cycle ride to find the ducklings we saw the other day, which I did. And then I visited with the old ginger cat again, who, I have learned, is a free agent called Kid and lives in a hole under the green house on the corner and catches birds in flight.” They both giggled.
“Okay, I am out of here,” Apolline leaned over, kissed her daughter goodbye and grabbed her key off the end table. “You two be safe. I should be home a little after midnight.”
“No problem, Apolline. We’ll be fine,” Miren said as she changed the outfit on the paper doll.
“Thank you, Miren,” Apolline held her stomach as it cramped again. She pulled the door shut and locked it from the hallway. She inhaled a shaky breath and stepped lightly across the hardwood flooring and toward the stairs.
A scuffle from the vacant apartment 7 made Apolline stop for a moment.
“Wait, don’t go,” a ragged voice uttered from behind the door. It frightened Apolline so much she flew down the stairs and out the front door.
Fear buzzed through her mind as she stepped out into the warm afternoon air. As she crossed 5th Street she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned to look at the tall bushes and trees across the street, but she didn’t see anything. Maybe it was a bird or a cat. Her stomach rolled and she felt nauseous.
Then she saw him for just a split second. Jules standing next to a tree. Then he was gone. Her hands began to tremble. She picked up the pace and tried not to look anywhere but straight ahead.
It couldn’t be Jules. He was dead. She was sure of it. She could still see his bloody corpse lying on the dirty carpet.
Dear God, what if it was Jules? She ran as fast as she could. She stumbled on the curb of 7th Street only one block from the restaurant. Apolline stood up, panting, and wiped the blood off her scraped knee. Luckily she wasn’t wearing nylons. No time to look back. She had to keep running.
Carlos was standing in the back door of the restaurant. He took a drag off of a cigarette. When he saw Apolline his smile changed to a worried frown as she got closer and he noticed her scraped up leg. “What did you do?”
“It is okay, I just tripped. Clumsy, I am always so clumsy,” Apolline’s hands trembled and her heart raced. “I have to get inside,” she pushed past Carlos and rushed through the back of the kitchen to the time clock. She punched in, put a clean apron on, then went into the restroom to wash her knee. She stared at her reflection in the mirror and splashed cold water on her face. Her chest heaved with panic.
It couldn’t be Jules.
Jules was dead.
He had to be.
She had to call the police, she had to turn herself in. It was the only way to stop the madness that tormented her mind. Apolline stepped into the employee lounge and stared at the black phone that hung on the wall. Her stomach roiled in turmoil, her fingers trembled as she wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt. She had to do it. She had to confess her sins. She gulped. She would call the police.
Stepping closer to the phone, her heart pounded against her chest. No, she wouldn’t call the police. She would call Alice at the Ranch House Restaurant in Winnemucca. She would tell her first. Then she would call the police. She needed to tell someone.
One more step. Slowly, agonizingly, she raised her hand to pick up the receiver of the phone. It buzzed in her ear. She gulped. Looked around. She was alone. She dialed the long distance call and held her breath.
“Hello, is Alice working today?...Yes, I can wait. I need to talk to her.” Apolline bit her bottom lip. She could do this. She needed to do this. “Alice, this is Apolline…” her heart nearly stopped, the color drained out of her skin. “Jules?...Jules said what? When?” her eyes glistened with tears. “When did you last see h…oh, I see. And is he there…no?” her chin quivered, tears bulged out of her eyes and streamed down her soft cheeks. “No, no, I am fine. I have to go now…yes, you too.”
Returning the phone back in its cradle, Apolline slid down the wall and sat curled up on the floor, sobbing, shaking, unbelieving.




Chapter 13

Boise, Idaho

Bernadette took the last drink of beer and tossed the bottle in the trash can. Except for the landlord’s apartment, this was the only one with a full-sized kitchen. She straightened the crayon drawings on the refrigerator door.
“I’m ready, Mommy,” Vicki said holding her little bag full of toy troll dolls. They headed into the living room where Bernadette picked up an overnight bag that was sitting by the door.
The black wall phone in the kitchen rang, Bernadette dropped the bag and hurried to answer it. “Hello,” she gasped as if she’d just run around the block. The kitchen in apartment 3 was square with old cupboards, brown and peach wallpaper, and no windows which only added to her already gloomy mood.
“Hi Hon, I was just on my way out of the door when you called…you’re not coming home this weekend, are you?” Bernadette’s voice trailed off with disappointment. She sat on a red metal chair beside the phone and let the purse strap fall off her slumped shoulder.
“Mommy, I’m ready,” her six year old daughter chirped.
“Uh huh,” Bernadette waved at her daughter to put her things down and shut the door. “Okay, no, no, it’s okay. I love you too,” she hung up the phone and dropped her head against the wall phone, gazing at her daughter with sad green eyes. Her red hair neatly formed in a beehive style, and a bright yellow and orange scarf wrapped around her neck. She wore orange shorts and a yellow pleated maternity blouse that looked like a short dress.
Vicki’s face registered her mother’s phone conversation. “Daddy’s not coming home?” Her pink lips formed into a pout.
“I’m sorry honey, but Daddy has to work this weekend. Maybe next week we can see him,” Bernadette glanced down at her daughter’s feet. “Vicki Jo, you’ve got your shoes on the wrong feet again.”
“They’re okay,” Vicki said. The little girl was quite pigeon-toed and often wore her shoes on the wrong feet. “If we aren’t going to see Daddy, can I go play with Lizzy?”
“Who?”
“You know, my new friend upstairs at the end of the hall. Lizzy,” Vicki put her hands on her hips.
“Oh yes, of course. Stay close, I’ll start dinner in an hour or so,” Bernadette stepped over to the small refrigerator, pulled out a bottle of beer, and pulled the cap off with a bottle opener. She tipped it up and took a long drink. A knock on the apartment door stopped Bernadette from taking the next drink. She set the bottle of beer back in the fridge and answered the door. Warren McLaughlin stood there with his tool box and a big warm smile.
“You said you had a leak under the kitchen sink? Thought I better take a look.”
“Of course, come in.” Bernadette ushered her landlord into the kitchen where he got down on the floor with a flashlight and wrench.
“Oh yeah, I see it. Just take a minute to fix.” He tightened the pipe joint, cleaned up the water mess and stood up. “How’s that husband of yours? Say, does he know the Airforce pilot Major White? You know he just passed a world record for speed.”
“I don’t know if my husband knows a Major White. Sorry, Mr. Mclaughlin. But I need to go sit down.”
“No problem. You take care and be sure to let us know if you need anything else.”
Leading her landlord out of the apartment, Bernadette let out a heavy sigh. She went back in and retrieved her beer from the kitchen and headed outside. She stepped through the door of her first floor apartment, shuffled across the front porch, and slumped into one of the four metal chairs. She held her beer between her legs while she lit a cigarette, then picked up the bottle for another drink.
The afternoon was pleasant, mid-eighties, and not a cloud in the sky. Bernadette wondered where her husband was flying to this week. He was a pilot stationed at the nearby Air Force Base in Mountain Home. It wasn’t that far away, less than an hour’s drive, but it might as well have been on the other side of the world. He was always gone, always on some mission. Bernadette rubbed her growing belly and the baby inside. She didn’t like raising one child alone, and certainly didn’t want to raise two. She resented her husband’s work. She hated that he had an exciting life, and she was stuck in this old apartment house with their six-year old daughter, and another baby on the way.
The beer was cold and it tasted good. She tried not to drink while she was pregnant. But Bernadette failed at a lot of things she tried to do. She took another drag off of her cigarette.
The screen door to the entrance of the building flew open as Vicki and Elizabeth rushed out and down the stairs. They fell onto the grass rolling and laughing. Bernadette watched the two little girls giggle and play. Her eyes welled up. It’s just the hormones, she told herself. But it was more than that. She missed the days when life was so carefree. She worried about the baby in her belly. And the short fling she’d had when her husband was on another mission. She wasn’t sure who’s baby she carried. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She wasn’t sure of much these days, only that she had a tendency to cry a lot. She took another drink of beer.
The two little girls ran up onto the porch and leaned against the banister.
“Mommy, Lizzy has an imaginary friend. He lives upstairs,” Vicki nudged Elizabeth in the side and giggled.
“He’s not imaginary, I told you, he’s real.”
“A friend is a friend, and you can never have too many friends,” Bernadette said on the exhale of smoke. “What’s your friend’s name?”
“David,” Elizabeth said, matter-of-factly. He plays jacks with me in the hall upstairs,” the little girl’s deep sable eyes sparkled.
“David is a nice name. You girls go on and play now,” Bernadette finished the beer and got up to get another.
“Dem your girls?” a strange voice called out to Bernadette. She stopped with her hand on the screen door and turned to look. The man leaned over the chain link fence. A cigarette clung to his bottom lip and his unshaven dirty face grinned up at her. A large animal tooth hung from a soiled cord of leather around his neck.
“What’s it to you?” Bernadette muttered rubbing her belly. Something about the strange man made her skin crawl.
“Pretty lady, two pretty little girls, and look like anotha’ on the way? Where be daddy?”
Bernadette felt the hair on the back of her neck prickle. “Girls, inside. Now!” she ordered in a stern voice.
Vicki and Elizabeth glanced over at the man who clung to the chain link, then stomped, grumbling, into the apartment house. Bernadette stepped inside and closed the screen door tightly behind her. She watched the girls race up the stair case as she eased into her front apartment pulling the door closed.
Who was he? Did her husband send someone to spy on her? Did LeRoy suspect this child wasn’t his? Her mind reeled with confusion and fury. She rushed into the cramped bathroom and vomited into the toilet. Bernadette fell to her knees and hung her head over the porcelain bowl. Tears fell into the water where her breakfast now floated. She sobbed and wiped her mouth with a towel that hung on the edge of the tub. The smell made her vomit again. She pulled the towel off the tub and wiped her whole face with it. She leaned back against the cool of the bathtub and cried.
After drying her tears, Bernadette pulled herself up off the bathroom floor and approached the bay window in the living room. She stood at the edge of window and peeked around to see if the frightening man was still out there.
He was. He hugged the fence, smoking his cigarette, laughing to himself. He terrified her.
“Vicki, where are you?” Bernadette called up the open stairwell in a shaky voice. “It’s time to come home, I need you down here now,” she waited, worried, in the doorway. “Vicki?”
“Coming Mommy,” the little girl called over the top railing of the stairs. “But can I play a little more?”
“No honey, I need you home now,” Bernadette’s voice broke as she called. She felt sick again. The light tapping of her daughter’s footsteps coming down the stairs helped calmed her nerves a bit. “Lizzy can come and play with you here, but I want you inside the apartment.”
Her daughter reached the bottom of the stairs and glanced back up. “No, Lizzy says she has to stay upstairs,” she jumped off the last step and skipped up to her mother. “Can I have a sandwich? I’m hungry.”
“Of course,” Bernadette sighed nervously and ushered her daughter into the apartment. She pulled the safety chain across the door and turned the deadbolt. “Why does Lizzy have to stay upstairs?”
“I think David told her to.”
“Are you sure he’s imaginary? What if…”
“Can I have a cookie too?” the six-year old’s innocent eyes glimmered.
“Yes, one sandwich and one cookie coming right up,” Bernadette eased into the kitchenette and pulled a loaf of bread out of the breadbox. What if Lizzy’s friend wasn’t imaginary? Why would he want her to stay upstairs? She’d heard rumors that apartment 7 was haunted. What if David was not nice? Her hands trembled so violently she dropped the jar of peanut butter on the floor. The glass jar rolled on the worn linoleum.
“Who’s the man outside? The one that keeps staring at our window?” Vicki asked.
Bernadette gulped and her head swung around to look. He had moved to the front of the building. Still leaning on the fence, he lit a new cigarette with his steely eyes fixed on her front window.
“Go eat your sandwich in your room. I need to make a call,” Bernadette huffed. She waited until her daughter was out of sight and picked up the phone to dial. She stepped over far enough to keep her eyes fixed on the strange man outside.
“LeRoy, who is he?...You know damn well who, the man you’ve hired to spy on me. Don’t play stupid. I know you don’t trust…shut up. No, it’s not just hormones…no it’s not. He’s right outside.” Bernadette closed her eyes as she listened to her husband. “You’ve never trusted me, and I know it,” her voice rose in anger and frustration. “You always have to go, and where does that leave me? Stuck here alone.” Bernadette felt exhausted, rubbed her belly, and slammed the phone back in its cradle. “I don’t like being alone,” she murmured as she walked over to the bay window in the front and gazed out.
The man was gone. But not her fears and doubts. They remained.




Chapter 14

Boise, Idaho

The sun was just cresting over the mountain top. The air had a coolness to it that would soon leave with the darkness. Late June was hot and dry. Carlos wished for rain. He wished for a lot of things as he punched in his time card at Murray’s and pulled on his clean apron. Being a bus boy wasn’t the best job in the world, but it was a step in creating a new life for himself. His father had always emphasized the importance of each step. Doing them in order, accurately, and to the best of your ability. Carlos wasn’t even his real name. But no one could know that. No one could know who he really was, or where he really came from. If his family found him, he would be dead. The Cartel didn’t care about the law. In his homeland, they were the law.
The only way to flee the life of drugs and prostitution was to die. So he killed himself, fled, and was reborn as Carlos Perez. In Columbia, the land of his birth, no one gave you a second chance. So he gave himself one.
Boise, Idaho. A small town, a quiet state, where he prayed to God nightly, that no one would find him. Here, he was Carlos. Here he had a future.
Carlos poured a cup of coffee and sat down in the employee break room. The back door for staff banged open and shut as other employees arrived.
“Mornin’ Carlos,” Betty punched her time card and donned a clean waitress apron.
“Good morning, Betty,” he replied as he scanned the morning newspaper.
“Morning, Carlos,” Apolline was right behind Betty.
“No!” Carlos slammed the coffee cup on the table almost spilling it and zeroed in on an article in the newspaper.
“What is it?” Apolline asked as she tied her apron in the back, and slid pens and pads in the pockets.
“It’s Agatha Pierce. She lives in apartment 2 of our building,” he read on.
“Oh yeah, the cute bubbly gal. I have not seen her in a few days,” Apolline said.
“And you won’t,” Carlos remarked. “Her body was pulled out of the Boise River yesterday.” Carlos crossed his chest and forehead in reverence of his Catholic upbringing.
“Agatha is…dead?” Apolline’s smile disappeared. “But how, when?”
“Don’t know. It just says they found her yesterday and notified the family. It does say a homicide investigation is pending,” he set the paper down and stared up at Apolline. “Are you okay?” he asked. A paleness had washed over Apolline’s skin as she clasped a hand over her mouth.
“That means they’ll be coming around, questioning all of us. The police,” Apolline’s voice trembled along with her hands.
Taking a sip of his coffee, Carlos got up and assembled his cart with grey plastic tubs for stacking dirty dishes, and clean rags for washing the tables. He glanced over at Apolline, unsure why this news affected her so much.
Positioning his cart next to the kitchen doorway, Carlos worried about the implications of Agatha’s death. Had his family learned that he wasn’t dead, and that he was living here under an assumed identity? His brother was especially fond of this kind of torture.
First, kill off people around you to send a message. Make you sweat. Make you run out of a sinking ship like the rat that you were. When everyone else around him was dead, that’s when he would strike the final victim. Carlos’ brother always saved the intended victim for last, to watch him squirm. Pedro loved the squirm. Carlos hated it. He didn’t have the stomach for the family business. He knew his options, die by his brother’s hand or his own.
He glanced back at Apolline as she unlocked the front door and turned the Open sign outward. She was so beautiful. Was she in danger too? Was Pedro eliminating the people around him one by one? Who would be next? He pushed the cart out into the dining room, wiping down the tables one more time before the customers entered.
The morning sun’s rays pierced the blinds on the restaurant windows, and strips of light fell into the room. Betty checked the condiment trays on each table. Carlos thought about his family. If they had truly found him out, even this restaurant was in danger. He closed his eyes for a moment and imagined the entire building going up in flames. It’s the kind of thing Pedro would do. Carlos could easily picture his brother standing back laughing as fire trucks raced to the scene. He shoved his cart into the kitchen.
“Mr. Crump,” Carlos pulled off his apron. “I’m sorry, but an emergency has come up and I must leave, right now.”
“What kind of emergency? Who’s going to bus tables?” Steve Crump wiped his hand on the apron that spread across his large belly. “Now? You have to leave right now?”
“I’m so sorry Mr. Crump. But I have to go to my family, my father is dying,” he hoped the lie would suffice, give him time to figure out what to do. After all, Carlos’ life was one big lie. One more wouldn’t hurt.
The bell over the door dinged as customers entered the restaurant. Steve Crump nodded and waved his hand. “Of course, I’m sorry Carlos. God speed, son,” he sat down at a small desk at the back of the kitchen and dialed the black table phone. “Don’t worry, I’ll call Charlie or Jim in.”
“Carlos, I am so sorry. Is there something I can do?” Apolline smiled at him sympathetically.
“Thank you, Apolline. Just take care of yourself and your beautiful daughter. I have to leave town for a bit. But I hope to be back soon,” he quickly looked away and dashed out the back door.
The sidewalk was already radiating heat from the morning sun as Carlos marched back to the apartment building. He smelled roses as he passed them, listened to traffic and the splash of sprinklers in the yards. Children laughed and played. Childhood was never like this for him. It was dark, military trucks and jeeps, men in camouflage clothes carrying weapons. He hated the guns and the men who sported them. He hated the life he left behind. Had it truly caught up with him? He shook his head in worry as he crossed the street to the apartment house. This place was his home, a place of hope and new life. He ignored a stranger leaning against the fence, as he grabbed the gate and opened it.
“Ya’ll live here?” the strange man with sunken eyes and greasy hair asked. “Up dere wit all dem beautiful ladies? Ya’ll live here, don’t ya’?”
“Who are you?” Carlos didn’t recognize the man. He wasn’t from Columbia or Mexico. Had Pedro tried to out-smart him? Catch him off guard?
“I’s nobody, man. Just a ghost, ya’ know?” he swayed as if listening to some music, smiled, and lit up a cigarette. “I just wanna’ see one of dem pretty ladies. I likes dem ladies. Don’t ya’ll?”
“I don’t know who sent you, or what you’re doing here, but you need to leave. I’ll call the police if you don’t leave now,” Carlos panted heavier with every word. Was his brother watching from somewhere close? Waiting for Carlos to crack under the pressure?
“Don’t nobody need to call da po po, we just havin’ a simple convasation,” Julien smiled and licked his lips. “I wanna’ know where da little girl is. Ya’ll know de one, wit dark hair like mine? She my famly, I just want to see her, dat’s all,” Julien raised an eyebrow at Carlos.
“You and Pedro don’t fool me,” Carlos shuffled backwards up to the porch not wanting to take his eyes off of the dangerous-looking man. He hurried inside and up the stairs. When he got to the top of the stairs, he turned left and rushed to the end of the hall and peered out the window. The strange man was still leaning against the fence.
This called for drastic action. What was Pedro thinking? This was a new tactic. Carlos would have to lure the hitman away from the apartment house and away from the restaurant. He couldn’t allow anyone else to be in danger on account of him. If the man was sent to track down Carlos, then he would lead him away from this place. He pulled out a knap sack and filled it with a few clothes and essentials. He brought the Saint Christopher up to his lips, kissed it, and let the chain drop back to his chest.
It was important that the man saw Carlos leave, but he didn’t want to make it too obvious either. He wasn’t sure what to do. He paced the hallway then skipped down the stairs. He barreled out of the building to the gate where Julien stood.
“You want a piece of me? Then come and get it, but you have to catch me first, because I run faster than anyone you ever seen,” Carlos snarled at the man. He punched Julien in the jaw knocking him down, then sprinted away toward the railroad tracks. He would hop a train and pull his brother’s men as far away from these innocent people as he could. Agatha had become a casualty of war, a type of war Carlos had grown up with.
No more. Not here. He looked over his shoulder once and saw Julien racing after him. Good, he thought. The wolf is pulled away from the rabbit hole.
A train moved east on the tracks, and Carlos hopped onto an empty rail car. He poked his head out and waved at Julien as the train rumbled through town and out of sight. Carlos dropped his sack in the corner of the dark box car and laid his head on it. He prayed again to God to save the innocent ones left behind. They did not deserve to die because of him. If nothing else, perhaps it was time for Carlos to face his brother. He could not keep living constantly looking over his shoulder.
The lie was over. Time for truth.




Chapter 15

Boise, Idaho

Murray’s Restaurant was a regular hornet’s nest, busy and buzzing with activity with a hint of danger dangling at the edges. Sounds of feasting customers, family conversations, clanging dishes smells of broasted chicken and sizzling hamburger aromas wafted through the building. Apolline felt uneasiness all day, something she couldn’t explain, but couldn’t deny either. It was mid-afternoon and she was glad her shift was done. She’d been there since opening, her feet ached, her neck was sore, and she was exhausted. She punched out, tossed her dirty apron in the large laundry basket, and said good-bye to her boss. She stepped out the back door and lit a cigarette as she pulled her sunglasses out of her small purse. She worried about Carlos, where did he really go? And why?
“See you tomorrow,” Betty said as she passed Apolline at the rear of the building. “You want a ride home?”
“No thanks, I can walk,” Apolline adjusted her sunglasses, and took another drag off of her cigarette. She strolled through the small parking lot and headed toward home. All she could think about right now was getting Elizabeth home safe. She felt the presence of danger around every corner, behind every door. The danger had a name, and it was Jules.
What if Jules killed Agatha? Did he have something to do with Carlos’ disappearance? She shook the thoughts from her head with a little shiver. Maybe she should leave town. She could go back to Petra, see if there was some place else the Basque people could hide her. She picked up the pace with each step and her heart rate kept cadence with her feet. Her walk turned into a jog, then a flat out run. Elizabeth couldn’t end up in the river. Not her daughter.
She ran faster.
When she reached the corner of the apartment house, Apolline noticed the front gate on the fence was standing open. She stopped cold. Everyone was always so good to keep the gate closed. Especially with the two little girls living in the house.
Breathe, Apolline told herself as she gasped in air. She felt like she was drowning in fear. What if he was up there…in her apartment? She didn’t have anything to defend herself. Was he waiting in the shadows? If she could get to the kitchen, she could get a knife. The thought of gripping a blade made her hands tremble and her stomach turn.
Apolline bit her lip and stepped into the yard, marching into the building.
Taking the stairs two at a time Apolline raced up to her apartment. Her door was shut. That was a good sign.
Apolline stopped as her hand reached out to her door knob. Everything went silent except the beating of her heart. A cold chill crept up behind her with invisible fingers that reached out and touched her back. She shivered. Hesitated. Then turned ever so slowly.
The door to apartment number 7 was standing open. Her whole body went numb.
Apolline fumbled the keys in her hands. Dropped them on the floor. She heard a soft whimpering from the vacant apartment. She grabbed her keys and got them in the lock, opened her door and slid in quickly pulling the door shut behind her. Her chest heaved. Her eyes looked wildly around the apartment. She slipped her shoes off and tiptoed through the living room. She saw nothing out of place. She held her breath not wanting to make a sound. She tiptoed into the bedroom, the walk-through dining area and the narrow kitchenette. No one was there. She grabbed a kitchen knife and slid it into her skirt pocket.
Sitting down in the small dining booth, Apolline dropped her face into her hands. She inhaled a large breath. Elizabeth. She needed to get her daughter from Petra’s. She leaned her head back against the wall for a moment to let her breathing slow to a normal rate. Her daughter couldn’t see her like this. She needed to gather what little strength she had.
Maybe she had made all this up. Maybe Apolline was imagining things. It could have been her guilt that created the image of Jules across the street. Anyone could have killed Agatha. Carlos went home for a family emergency. Nothing was wrong. Of course, it was all in her head. But she still wasn’t going to take the knife out of her pocket.
Glancing around the apartment once more, Apolline put a pair of slippers on, paced her breathing, and edged her way into the hall. She locked the door and stood with her back against it staring at the door to apartment 7, which was now shut. She wasn’t imagining that.
“Is…anyone…there?” Apolline uttered the words barely over a whisper.
No one answered.
The hallway was empty. She gulped and tiptoed past apartment 7 holding her breath. When she passed the corner and reached the top of the stairs, she let out a heavy sigh, hurried down the stairway and out the door as quickly as her dainty feet would take her. She ran around the house and down the alley with fear knotted in her stomach and tears in her eyes.
Knocking on Petra’s front door, Apolline panted holding a trembling hand to her chest.
“Apolline, come in,” Petra opened the door and pulled her in with a worried look on her face. “Are you alright?”
“Yes, I just ran,” Apolline sat down on the end of the couch.
“Elizabeth,” Petra called up the stairs, “your Mama is here. Come down now,” she smiled at Apolline. “She was taking a nap, but she just woke up a minute ago. Can I get you some coffee or something to drink? I have some ice tea.”
“No, thank you. But Petra, I was wondering…” Apolline stopped. She couldn’t have Petra hide her again. She couldn’t keep running, this was crazy. Running from her imagination made no sense. And if it was true, if it was Jules, he would find her one way or another, and he would punish her. She couldn’t live a life in constant fear.
“What?” Petra asked standing in the kitchen doorway. “Iced tea?”
“No, it is nothing. Nothing at all,” Apolline glanced to the stairs waiting for her daughter. “I have the next two days off, so I will not need to bring her back until Thursday. Can you watch her then?”
“Yes, of course. She is such a little joy to have in the house.”
A light stomping came from the stairs as Elizabeth jumped on every step until she got to the bottom. She ran and leapt into her mother’s arms. “Mama,” her large brown eyes sparkled.
Petra’s phone in the kitchen rang and she headed in to answer it. Apolline wrapped her arms tight around her daughter twirling to make the girl giggle, then sat down. The one thing she was sure of, was that Elizabeth was the glue that held her life together.
“Are you ready to go home, cher?”
“Yes, Mama. Can I play with Vicki?”
“We shall see if she is home. Come,” Apolline stood up letting Elizabeth slide off her lap and to her own feet. She waved good-bye to Petra, and held her daughter’s hand as they left and headed down the alley back home.
As they rounded the corner of the apartment house, Apolline stretched her neck looking in all directions for any sign of her husband. Branches on a large oak tree across the street bounced from a squirrel jumping from limb to limb. She slipped her other hand in her pocket and clutched the knife handle. Every shadow, every leaf that fluttered made her heart skip a beat.
Panic thundered in her chest.
All Apolline could think of was holding the tears back so her daughter wouldn’t see her weakness. There was a flood behind her eyes pushing to come out.
They entered the front door to the apartment and knocked on apartment number 3. A pregnant Bernadette opened the door. “Yes?” she slid the bottle of beer in her hand behind her.
“Can Vicki come out and play?” Elizabeth asked with hopeful eyes.
“Um,” Bernadette turned to look at her daughter playing with colorful troll dolls in the middle of the living room floor. “Why don’t you come in and play here?” she looked into Apolline’s eyes. “I…uh…just would rather her not be on the stairs. At all. If that’s okay?”
Elizabeth tugged on her mother’s arm. “Can I Mama? Can I play here with Vicki?”
“Okay, but you have to stay in here. Please do not leave the apartment,” Apolline said as Vicki jumped up and ran to the door with a handful of troll dolls. Every doll had a different color of hair. “I will come back in one hour to get her,” she let go of her daughter’s hand.
“They’ll be fine,” Bernadette sighed and closed the door.
The hallway was empty. An echo of her breathing seemed to rise up the open stairwell. Apolline trudged up the stairs and sat down before reaching the top landing. Emotions rushed out of her in uncontrollable sobs. She was scared and alone. She missed her family, her home in Louisiana, and most of all her sanity. She felt unhinged and cried more. Apolline’s world was crashing in around her. She murdered her husband. How could she do that?
She cried.
Who was in the shadows? She felt Jules’ presence, she couldn’t explain it, but he was here.
She cried more. She had to protect her daughter, but how could she? She couldn’t even protect herself. She dropped her head on the top step and cried. She didn’t have any more strength. Her world had fallen into tiny jagged pieces and so had she.
Nothing made sense anymore. Apolline had fallen in a deep dark abyss lined with the blood of her husband. There were no doors to open, no stairs to climb. There was no way out. It was hopeless. In this moment, Apolline was hopeless.
And she cried.
“Madame, please let me help you up,” an older man held out a hand to her. “This is no place to cry,” he said with a foreign accent.
“What?” Apolline could barely see through the tears. She wiped her eyes and took his hand. “I am sorry, I did not mean to…” her voice trailed off, she sniffled.
“Come, I can fix you a drink to calm your nerves,” he held her hand and led her to apartment number 4.
“I should not, I need to…” Apolline couldn’t seem to complete her thoughts, she was so rattled and afraid. “My husband…” She cried.
“Come,” he held the door to his small apartment open. “I have tea, or if you prefer, Scotch,” he smiled. He scooped up the paint brushes and spatulas off of a folding wooden chair, wiped it off and pointed for her to sit down.
“Scotch,” Apolline sniffled as she wiped the tears that ran over her cheeks.
The apartment was a studio with a twin bed near the front window and smelled of a man living alone. Easels, canvases, and tables covered in paint occupied all the open space. The tall man bent with age, ambled with a distinct limp on his right side. His arthritic hands poured two glasses of Scotch, and he handed one to her. He sat down on a chair across from her.
“My name is Pierre Lamoureux,” he smiled and sipped his Scotch.
“You are French?” Apolline asked between gasps of air after heavy sobbing.
“Oui,” Pierre tilted his glass to her as if giving a toast. “My wife and I lived just outside of Paris. And you?” he raised an eyebrow.
“My name is Apolline Rose Dubois. But my maiden name is Cavaille. My family is Cajun from Louisiana. I miss hearing the language,” her voice was frail as her words intermingled with continued gasps to catch her breath. She swallowed the Scotch. “How did you get here from Paris? Where is your wife?” she glanced around the room. The walls were covered with paintings of European cities lined with cobblestone streets, castles, and peaceful country sides. Most of the canvas paintings hung with no frames, covering every available inch of the wall space.
“My wife is dead,” Pierre’s eyes fell to the floor and his fingers trembled ever so slightly. His voice was wistful with memories.
“I am sorry, I do not mean to pry.” Apolline closed her eyes momentarily as more tears fell.
“No, it is fine. We hid a Jewish family in our basement during the German occupation of the war. When the German officers found out…my wife did not survive the struggle. I came here to forget, and yet I see her in every canvas I paint,” Pierre glanced fondly at the many paintings around the room.
“The paintings are beautiful,” Apolline tried to force a smile.
“But they do not let me forget. They are all how she saw the world. Colorful, radiant, and alive. They are all her,” Pierre finished his Scotch and looked at Apolline. “What brings you from Louisiana to here?”
“My parents died when I was in school. I married young and my husband wanted to work in California. He said we could have our own restaurant there. We made it as far as Nevada, taking small jobs along the way,” her voice trailed off again and the tears resumed. She shook her head and wiped her face.
“It is fine, we all have our ghosts that haunt us,” Pierre took the empty glass out of her hand and handed her a handkerchief.
“So you are haunted too?” Apolline wiped her nose and eyes.
“Mademoiselle, I think we are all haunted by one thing or another.”
“Yes, well I better go check on my daughter,” Apolline stood up and smiled at the Frenchman with sad eyes. She stepped out into the hall and glanced first at the door to apartment number 7. It was closed. She sighed with relief. The Scotch helped. The tears finally stopped. She tiptoed down the hallway to her door. As she pulled her key out to unlock her door a creaking sound echoed in the empty space behind her. She turned slowly. “No,” she whispered. “Please stop. This has to stop.”
The door to apartment number 7 was standing open.
Again.
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Leaving Paris and his failures behind did not give Pierre the peace he’d wished for. His persistent dreams did not let him forget. They tortured him with heart-piercing images. His lovely bride Annie, limp in his arms, stained with blood caused by the German rifles. His tears spilling onto her lifeless face.
Rising up out of the dream, Pierre sat on the side of his bed and hung his head in his palms. A street light painted a pale-yellow line across his apartment, much like the streak of cowardice that shot through his spirit. If he had not been scared, could he have saved Annie? Would she still be alive today? Those questions and the guilt haunted his every breath.
He rose and staggered through the maze of paintings stacked against the wall, blank canvases on easels, and stools covered with paints and brushes. He found the bottle of Scotch, returned to the twin bed and lit a cigarette. Pierre tilted his head back allowing the liquor to pour down his throat.
Closing his eyes only produced the image of Annie in sharper focus. Pierre peered across the makeshift artist’s studio and drank. He drank himself into oblivion in an endless cycle.  Pierre dropped the bottle that was as empty as his soul. He edged his way to the door and opened it, peeping out into the desolate hallway. His sight wandered to the far end. Apartment 6. The young and beautiful Apolline. She reminded him so much of Annie.
A heavy thud from across the hallway startled Pierre. Another thud made the door of apartment 7 shudder. Pierre, clad in merely his trousers, stepped barefoot across the hallway. He gently rapped on the door to apartment 7. “Is someone in there? Is everything fine?” He waited. 
The silence haunted the vacant corridor. Pierre reached out and turned the doorknob, but it was locked. He knocked on the door again. “Do you need help?”
No answer. Not a sound. Pierre gulped and backed away from the door, then spun and crossed the hallway to his own residence. He’d lived here for over ten years, and even though no one had ever resided in number 7, it was not empty. It had rented once a few years ago and people moved their things in, but within a day or two they moved right back out. He always wondered what it was about number 7. No one would ever say.
Stopping in his doorway before going back to bed, Pierre looked back across the corridor. It wasn’t the first time he’d overheard a disturbance in the vacant space. Thumping, stomping, weeping, even screams emanated from the mysterious room over the years.
Locking his door, Pierre stepped gingerly across his hardwood floor. He slouched down on the bed and stared across the room. He resisted the sleep that wanted to come, the slumber that only brought dreams of Annie. He gulped as a thought entered his mind. Danger clung to the dead silence of the night.
In the morning light, Pierre sat in front of one easel and painted a sidewalk café in the center of Paris, streets glistening with a recent rainfall. Umbrellas shielded the people underneath them. Colors blended together, edges undefined.
“Annie,” Pierre murmured, his voice was tinged with a sigh. “These are not my landscapes. They are yours,” he angled the bottle back for another drink. He painted everything she treasured.  Eighteen years after her demise, Pierre still painted for his wife. And drank for himself.
Stumbling into his kitchenette, Pierre made himself a slice of toast and opened a can of sardines. It was time to eat. A large pounding on the door jarred him and he dropped the sardines. Cussing under his breath, he traipsed over and opened the door. But no one was there.
Peering across the hallway, his stare locked on the door to apartment 7, which stood wide open, inviting, chilling. The hallway was quiet, no one else in sight. How? Who? Pierre’s heart raced and his breathing quickened. He had witnessed many things over the years, but never this. He forced a foot forward, then the other and made his way across the hall. The apartment was bare. The radiator below the living room window sputtered and groaned. The air was frosty, Pierre could see his breath, which made the skin on the back of his neck prickle. He peered closer at the window. A man’s face was faint inside the glass. Not Pierre’s reflection, but someone else. Someone much younger. The face was replaced with blood. Splattered. Dripping. Pierre gasped and stumbled backwards into the hallway.
Apolline’s door opened, and she tiptoed out with a bath towel and toiletry bag in hand. She smiled for a moment. The door to apartment 7 slammed shut in Pierre’s face. He felt dizzy.
“Is everything okay?” Apolline questioned, taking a step towards Pierre.
“Oui, Madam,” he rubbed his hand over his brow and continued to speak in a flurry of French. He paused when Apolline stared at him curiously. She was a natural beauty, but with an edge of darkness from whatever haunted her.
“I am sorry, Pierre, but your pure French is so distant from our Cajun. I barely recognize a word, only one here and there. Do you need help?”
“Pardonnez-moi,” Pierre stumbled back into his apartment and closed the door. He snatched up the bottle of Scotch and wandered over to the window that overlooked the front of the building. Apolline was not Annie. This was only a cruel reminder of his meaningless life. So alone. He gulped and glanced at the sidewalk outside.
A man resting at the edge of the fence caught Pierre’s attention. The stranger looked homeless, disheveled, leaning against the chain link smoking a cigarette. The stranger glanced up and saw Pierre, and an evil sneer widened his face.
Falling onto his bed, Pierre kicked an easel over causing the painting on it to fly across the room and knock over other pieces and paints. He leaned forward and sobbed into his palms. Madness. It was the only explanation. He was going mad. He was hearing things and seeing things that were not there. Was the fellow outside even real? Or more of the lunacy that haunted Pierre?  
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July fourth rolled in on a bright sunny morning. Apolline rubbed her eyes and glanced out the windows at the crystal blue sky. Elizabeth was still curled up fast asleep by her side. Independence Day, she thought, it was what she wanted more than anything. To be free of the past, her sins, the blood that seeped into her dreams, and the fear that followed her. If she was ever going to be free, the time was now. She glanced out the window at the fat ginger tabby that weaved in and out of the bushes by the back fence. On a clear day you don’t think about storms, but Apolline knew that no matter how blue the sky was, a storm was coming. A very dark and raging storm.
Her husband was out there. She knew it. Whether he was alive or a ghost, it didn’t really matter; he was coming for her.  
Noise rose from the hallway. Voices, movement. Apolline sat up and slipped on the robe that was on the foot of her bed. Pulling the belt around and tying it, she opened her door and stepped over to the bathroom. A redheaded young lady carried a box into apartment 5.
“Sorry, I hope I didn’t wake you,” the perky redhead smiled.
“No, you are fine. Moving into Carlos’ apartment?” Apolline stood in the doorway to the bathroom.
“I guess, I mean, I don’t know who lived here before. I’m a student at Boise Junior College. Not much of a dorm kind of person, if you know what I mean,” she set the box down inside the small apartment and headed back out into the hall.
After brushing her teeth and washing her face, Apolline emerged from the bathroom to find the redhead still lugging boxes in. “Do you need help? I could get dressed and help you?”
“Thanks, but this is the last one,” the redhead set the box inside her door and walked up to Apolline. “My name’s Steph.”
“I am Apolline, I work at Murray’s down on 8th Street. I live here with my daughter, Elizabeth,” Apolline pointed to the door behind her.
“Oh, don’t worry, I’m not loud or anything. Not a party girl,” Steph’s freckled face scrunched up.
“What kind of girl are you then?” Apolline asked, amused.
“Ha! Good one. I like that, a sense of humor. Well,” Steph rolled her eyes around for a moment as if reading something on the ceiling. “I guess I’m a loner. I don’t run with a crowd or hang out with any group. I read a lot, I mean a lot! I want to be a writer, and my dad always said if you want to be a good writer, you have to read everything out there. So, half of those boxes are books. Most people have credit cards, I have a library card.”
“A writer? How fascinating, I like to read. Maybe I will borrow a book sometime,” Apolline opened the door to her apartment.
“Sure, I’ll leave books by your door after I’m done reading them. Some of the better ones I keep, but I can’t keep them all. They take up too much space,” Steph chuckled.
Warren came up the stairs and meandered over to the two tenants. “My wife found a second key for your apartment and wanted to make sure you had it.” He held the silver key out to Stephanie.
“Thank you.”
“She says you want to be a writer?” Warren smiled with interest.
“Oh yes, that’s the goal,” Stephanie stashed the key in her jeans pocket.
“Sad isn’t it?” Warren shook his head. “About that writer up in Ketchum, Hemingway.”
“What’s sad?” Stephanie tilted her head with a questioning look.
“They found him at home, dead. He committed suicide, they said.”
Stephanie’s eyes welled up as if she’d just lost a close friend. She glanced over at Apolline and retreated into her apartment. Apolline gave Warren a friendly nod and backed into her apartment as well.
Later, after a bowl of Cheerios, Apolline and Elizabeth got dressed. “I just met our new neighbor. She moved in next door where Carlos used to live.”
“I like Carlos, he was nice,” Elizabeth tugged a brush through her thick unruly hair.
“Me too, cher. I do not know where he went.”
“Choo choo,” Elizabeth mimicked a train making chugging noises as she circled her mother.
“There will be fireworks tonight,” Apolline told her daughter. “Maybe we can sit out on the porch at dusk and watch them.”
“Can I play jacks now?”
“Yes,” Apolline sighed. “Maybe we can walk over to the zoo and the big park later?”
“Yay! I like the zoo, they have pretty birds and funny monkeys,” Elizabeth giggled as she scooted out of the booth and skipped into the living room.
After washing the dishes, Apolline called out to Elizabeth, but there was no answer. She looked in the living room and the bedroom, but her daughter wasn’t there. She heard the girl giggle out in the hallway and saw the front door open. Panic pushed through her veins as she ran to the door and screeched to a stop holding her hand to her chest.
“Elizabeth, I want you to stay in the apartment,” Apolline scolded.
The little girl sat crossed-legged in the middle of the hallway in front of the door to apartment 7, throwing the jacks on the hardwood floor, bouncing her little red rubber ball, and scooping a jack into her curled up hand. “You said I could play jacks.”
“Cher, I meant in here, not out in the hallway.”
“But Mama, David wants to play with me. He likes the game,” she threw the rubber ball up again and scooped another jack into her left hand.
Apolline didn’t know how to deal with imaginary friends. She had never had any as a child. But Elizabeth seemed to play with one nearly every day here. David. Why did she pick the name David?
“I will leave the door open. If anyone comes upstairs, you come in here right away. You understand?”
“Yes Mama,” Elizabeth threw the ball up again. “That’s twosies,” she said to her invisible companion.
Steph stepped out of her apartment with three paperback novels and held them out to Apolline. “I read these last week, they’re great. One romance and two mysteries, if you like those types of books.”
“Thank you,” Apolline took the books and perused through them. They looked interesting. She loved to read, but rarely had any books. She was going to love having Steph for a next-door neighbor.
“No trouble. Soon it’ll be back to textbooks and I won’t be reading quite so many novels. Maybe only one a week,” Steph chuckled. “Hey, I remember playing jacks,” she glanced down at Elizabeth. “That’s a fun game,” she waved at Apolline and returned to her apartment closing the door behind her.
“I think so too,” Elizabeth whispered.
“You think what?” Apolline asked.
“David says,” she looked up at her mother. “I mean, I think Steph is cute. I like her red hair,” Elizabeth threw the ball up again.
“I will be back in a minute, cher. You stay here unless someone comes up the stairs.”
“I know,” her daughter answered.
Racing down the stairs, Apolline knocked on the landlord’s apartment door, number 1. Mrs. McLaughlin answered the door with a dishtowel in her hands and an apron covered in flour.
“Yes, dear?”
“Mrs. McLaughlin, can I speak to you for a moment?”
“Of course, come in. I was just cooking some fried chicken and biscuits for a Fourth of July picnic later today. You know, you can see the fireworks from our front yard,” she gestured for Apolline to sit down in one of the living room chairs.
“If I remember right, you are a nurse?” Apolline asked.
“Used to be. I’m not a nurse anymore. Is someone hurt?”
“No, no. Nothing like that. I just…well…Elizabeth seems to have an…imaginary friend. She talks to him all the time. And I don’t know what to do about it,” she wrung her hands together with nervous energy.
“Oh, that’s very typical for young children, especially if they’ve been through any kind of trauma. It’s a way their little brains help them deal with the emotional and physical pains.”
“Oh,” Apolline thought about all they’d been through. The abuse, the fights, the painful years with Jules. “I suppose that makes sense. She keeps wanting to play with David, that is what she calls him, David.”
Mrs. McLaughlin’s face lost all color and her smile disappeared. “David?”
“Yes, she is playing with him in the upstairs hallway right now. Is there a problem?”
“No, of course not.”
“Who is David?” Apolline asked sensing this was a name that meant something to her landlady.
“I’m sure I don’t know,” Mrs. McLaughlin shook her head.
“David?” Warren McLaughlin strolled into the room nibbling on a homemade cookie. “David’s the fellow who died in apartment 7.”
“Warren!” his wife scolded. “We don’t talk of that.”
“Died?” Apolline questioned, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling her skin.
“It was before we owned the place. I believe around the mid-forties. Not sure how or the skinny of it.” Warren popped the last of the chocolate chip cookie in his mouth. “They say he was gay, and there were some who didn’t like that so much.”
“That’s enough!” Mrs. McLaughlin huffed as she stomped her foot on the floor. “I hope you and your daughter will see the fireworks tonight. I have work to do,” she draped the towel around her hands and clomped into the kitchen. Apolline took in a big whiff of fried chicken. It smelled so wonderful.
“Don’t pay her no mind,” Warren said as he escorted Apolline to the door. “This is an old house, it’s bound to have a ghost story or two,” he chuckled and waved goodbye to her.
“David,” Apolline murmured to herself as she hurried up the stairs. She had hoped to get far away from murder and death, and here she was, living in an apartment right next to the scene of a crime. She paused behind her daughter in the hallway. The air was unexplainably cold in just that one spot. She wrapped her arms around herself and smiled down at the little girl, still playing jacks.
“Would you like to go to the zoo now, cher?” there was a nervousness in her voice.
“She does?” Elizabeth whispered to the vacant space in front of her.
“Maybe we can even have ice cream?” Apolline bit her bottom lip.
Tossing the small red ball up, Elizabeth watched as it stopped and hovered, suspended in thin air a foot above the floor. She held the jacks in her hand and waited. Several jacks drifted on their own, and the ball fell, rolling down the hallway. Apolline drew in a gasp of air, afraid to move or even breathe.
“Okay, Mama. Can we take some food to feed the ducks at the zoo?”
“Yes…cher, we will…find something to take.” Apolline kept her gaze on the small red ball as she backed into her apartment door.
Once her daughter was in the apartment, Apolline looked down the empty hallway as she shut the door. “David,” she whispered. “I’m sorry for what happened to you. But please do not harm my daughter; she is all I have in the world.” She closed the door and leaned against it to catch her breath, her heart pounding hard against the wall of her chest. She collected herself, her thoughts, as she packed a small sack of bread crumbs for the ducks. The raw edges of her nerves quieted.
Skipping down the stairs and out the front door into the radiant sunshine, Apolline and her daughter held hands and giggled on their way across the street. The Boise zoo wasn’t extensive by any means, but it had sufficient charm to excite little minds and hearts like Elizabeth.
They strolled cautiously past the gigantic buffalo, the bear, and the mountain lion. Elizabeth mimicked the chimpanzees in laughter and tried to persuade the colorful peacocks to fan out their beautiful tail feathers. They skipped to the large pond where people skimmed across the surface in paddle boats. Apolline handed her daughter the paper bag as they perched on the edge of the grass and threw the bread crumbs in the water for the ducks to dive after.
“I’m hungry, Mama,” Elizabeth said as she tossed in the last of the bread crumbs.
“How about splitting a juicy hamburger and a tall, frosty milk shake with me?”
“Chocolate?” Elizabeth’s eyes grew big in excitement.
“Of course. Chocolate, it is.” They sauntered down the sidewalk and paused to pet a fat Siamese cat on a fence post on their way to Murray’s Restaurant. Inside Apolline’s place of work, she guided her daughter onto a round vinyl bar stool at the counter and sat on the stool beside her. Betty set two glasses of water in front of them and drew out her pad and pen.
“Hey, this must be the pretty and talented Elizabeth I hear so much about?” Betty smiled at the little girl.
“I’m five and a half,” Elizabeth said proudly.
“Hi Betty, we want to share a hamburger and fries, and a –“
“Chocolate,” Elizabeth interjected.
“Chocolate milk shake.”
Betty scribbled on her pad and grinned, “One hamburger, fries and a chocolate shake coming right up.” She turned and pinned the order on the wheel, spinning it around to the cook in the kitchen.
Bellies full and sweet tooth satisfied, they headed back home. That evening, as the sun set, Apolline and her daughter sat out on the front porch. A very pregnant Bernadette and her daughter, Vicki, joined them.
“Can we light the sparklers now?” Vicki jumped up and down in front of her mother.
“Yes, get them, and the matches too,” Bernadette took a drag off of a cigarette and rubbed her extended belly. “Fireworks should go off soon, it’s almost dark enough,” she looked at Apolline.
“Elizabeth’s been looking forward to it all day,” Apolline smiled.
The two girls hopped out of the front door with two packs of sparklers and a book of matches. Vicki handed them to her mother. “Now?”
“Yes, give me the sparklers,” Bernadette let her cigarette rest on her lower lip as she lit two sparklers and handed one to each of the girls. Vicki and Elizabeth ran down the stairs out into the grass twirling and producing large movements in the air with their sparklers. As soon as the first set ran out, they rushed up to get another until both boxes were empty.
“There he is again,” Bernadette snapped as her eyes narrowed on the man standing across the street.
“Who?” Apolline turned to look, then froze in her chair. “Jules,” she whispered. Her heart pounded so intensely she could barely hear anything else.
“I think he’s someone my husband knows,” Bernadette scoffed. “The son-of-a-bitch.”
The unshaven man leaned against the fence of the house across the street, dragged his hand through his hair, as he eyed the women on the porch. He struck a light and touched it to a cigarette that hung on the edge of his lip. The fire from the match flickered and mirrored in his eyes. The corner of his lip twitched in a slight sneer.
“Surely, that could not be…Jules,” Apolline murmured, a feeling of panic stealing over her. “Elizabeth,” she said as softly as she could. “Come, cher, it is time to go in.”
The two girls groaned as they reluctantly came up the stairs to the porch. Apolline stood, yanked her daughter’s hand and drew her inside and up the stairs.
“Why can’t we watch the fireworks?” Elizabeth pouted.
“I cannot explain it, cher. Only that the devil walks the streets tonight,” Apolline closed the apartment door behind them and slipped the security chain into place. She gulped and headed to the kitchen for a knife.
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There were two worlds Elizabeth lived in. The world she saw, and the one everybody else saw. Being only five and a half, it was complicated for her to describe the visions in her second sight. Soon she would be six, she’d be older, and perhaps then she could reveal to her mother the other world. Elizabeth often craved to tell her mama of the demons and the angels she saw. Their burning eyes, their claws, their wings. The snarls, whispers, and songs.  Elizabeth was an old soul, and in her limited understanding of that, she found courage to stand up when she needed to, and to play when she could. After all, she was merely five and a half years old.
For now, it was summertime, Elizabeth’s favorite season of the year. She could wear her flowered sundresses and run barefoot in the grass that tickled her feet. She could dash through the sprinkler and splash in the water. She and Vicki spent hours and hours on the swing set in the backyard of the apartment building. She could swing really high too, almost up to the tops of the trees.
Some things made Elizabeth sad when she thought about them. Like the absence of Papa. He was sick, that’s why he didn’t move to Idaho with them. That’s probably why he beat her and Mama and yelled so often. Sickness can do that to people. But she still missed him.
Her favorite time of day was curling up in bed next to Mama. Mama always smelled so wonderful, like soft lilacs from the garden. And when Mama wrapped her arms around her, it was as perfect as Heaven. Even better. She wanted to remain that way forever. She also loved the Basque ladies who looked after her. They talked funny, but they were wonderfully kind. And they had great stuffed animals for her to snuggle. She loved to snuggle. It made her feel happy inside.
What Elizabeth didn’t like was the dark dreams, the frightening voices and the lurking chill that touched her world. She saw people that others couldn’t see. She saw things take place in her mind that she didn’t always understand. Like the night she saw Mama and Papa covered in blood. She never asked Mama about it. She didn’t want to worry her. But that’s how she knew Mama was right, Papa was sick. She often saw the demons that hovered around Papa and jabbed him unmercifully until he had no choice but to lash out. It was the demons he yelled at and swung at. She understood Papa wasn’t mad at her and Mama. Only the demons. And Papa had so many.
The July morning air seemed stifling in the apartment with dust motes dancing on the streams of light that spilled in slanted beams across their bed to the floor. The dreams that plagued Elizabeth’s nights and made her wake up covered in sweat were terrifying. In her latest recurring dream, she saw a man resembling Papa; he looked like Papa, but something told her he wasn’t. Elizabeth bolted up out of her dream. She peeked at Mama who was still fast sleep.
“Don’t worry, Mama,” Elizabeth whispered. “I won’t let him hurt you.” She lay back down and draped her little arm around Mama’s neck. She despised the nightmare she’d just woke up from. The nightmare that had begun the day they’d left Nevada and Papa. In the dream, a sinister shadow loomed, each night getting closer and closer to her and Mama. She could scarcely see his features through the blackness that shrouded him. He looked like Papa. But he wasn’t Papa. He was evil.
Mama slept in because she was working the later shift which meant Miren or Begone might come and babysit her. She liked the two sisters who lived down the alley. They were so silly, and they played wonderful games with her. They showed her how to play hopscotch and a card game called Go Fish. She loved listening to them chat about boys, and how they swooned over them. It made her giggle.
“Good morning, cher,” her mother said as she stretched and sat up on the side of the bed.
“Good morning, Mama.”
Mama got up, went into the kitchen, then called Elizabeth to the table to eat her cereal. Cheerios. She loved Cheerios. Especially when Mama put brown sugar on them.
“After you eat your breakfast, I have to run to the store. I will see if Vicki’s mom can take care of you while I am gone.” Apolline put the glass bottle of milk back into the fridge.
“Can I have a troll doll? Vicki has loads of troll dolls and they all have different colors of hair. I like the one with blue hair,” she took a huge bite of Cheerios. “Can I have a troll doll with blue hair?”
Apolline sat in the built-in booth across from her daughter. “I will see if I can locate a troll doll with blue hair while I am out. No promises though,” she beamed.
After a quick bath in the shared bathroom, Elizabeth was dressed and ready for her day. She gripped her mama’s hand as they scampered down the stairs and knocked on Vicki’s door. Vicki had the neatest apartment in the building. It had a bay window in the living room and a real fireplace. Elizabeth had never lived anywhere with a real fireplace. It was magical. Not only that, the apartment was big. It had two bedrooms, its own bathroom, and a huge kitchen and dining room. Well, it may not have been that huge, but it was certainly bigger than Elizabeth’s apartment upstairs.
“Hi Bernadette, I was wondering if Elizabeth could play with Vicki while I run a few errands. I have some shopping to do, but I should not be gone long. Between an hour or two at the most,” Apolline fidgeted, shuffling her weight back and forth.
An hour was forever in Elizabeth’s mind.
“Not a problem,” Bernadette stretched her back and held a hand on the underside of her tummy as if keeping the unborn baby in place. “We’re having corn dogs for lunch, is that okay with you?”
“Corn dogs?” Elizabeth’s eyes widened with excitement as she hopped up and down. “I love corn dogs!”
“Fine, you can have corn dogs for lunch,” Apolline laughed at her daughter. She glanced back at Bernadette. “Thank you, I promise not to be too long.” She gave her daughter a hug and waved goodbye as she left out the front door of the building.
“Vicki,” Bernadette called out to her daughter. “Elizabeth is here to play,” she peered down and grinned. “She’s in the bath but should be done now. You can have a seat on the couch, and she’ll be out in a minute,” Bernadette headed off into the direction of the bathroom.
The couch was enormous and fluffy, a rich blue that made Elizabeth think of the ocean. She closed her eyes and could hear the waves slap against the seashore. Elizabeth Daisy Cavaille had a gift that way. She could hear many things. She remained with her eyes closed, smiling, listening to the ocean on the big blue couch.
“Lizzy!” Vicki shrieked as she rushed into the room with nothing on but a towel wrapped around her, and wet hair dripping water all over the hardwood floor. “Wanna’ play with my troll dolls?”
“Yes,” Elizabeth scooted to the edge of the couch. “My mama will buy me my own troll doll. One with blue hair,” she clapped her hands in excitement.
“Okay Vicki, first we have to dry you off and get you dressed,” Bernadette looked over at Elizabeth. “She’ll be out in just a minute,” she scooted her daughter to her bedroom.
“He’s coming today,” the voice announced. Elizabeth sat up straight and gulped. She recognized the disembodied voice that whispered to her in her head. He was the one who advised her to go to the Basque people on the day she and her mother left town. He’d been warning her about the stranger. The stranger that looked just like her Papa but was not him. The stranger that was evil and who was coming to harm her and Mama.
“He’s coming today,” the voice repeated.
“But I don’t know what to do,” Elizabeth whispered looking around the room.
“Wait and listen,” the voice warned her. He was the kindest voice apart from her mama’s, and he was always right. When he told her that she would receive a gift of love, it was only minutes later that the stray kitten scampered up to her door. She called him Sylvester, because he was black and white, just like Sylvester on TV.
The voice spoke the truth.
“Okay,” she whispered, and dangled her feet off the edge of the big blue couch, feeling the warm waves splash on her feet. She missed the ocean. Vicki ran into the living room with a shoebox full of troll dolls. Little naked fat-bellied dolls with large plumes of various colored hair.
“You two be quiet, I’m going to lay down for a bit,” Bernadette put her cigarette out in an ashtray on the coffee table.
“Can we play on the front porch?” Vicki cradled the box of dolls to her chest.
“Yes, but don’t go anywhere else, you hear?”
“Don’t worry, we won’t go far,” Elizabeth assured Vicki’s mother.
The two little girls skipped out the door and onto the front porch of the old house. The morning sunlight was already growing intense, and it felt wonderful on Elizabeth’s skin. She loved the sunshine. Vicki emptied the box and separated out the trolls. “Here, you play with these, and I’ll play with these. The box can be their house. That’s a boy troll,” Vicki pointed to the one with green hair in Elizabeth’s hand. “He loves this one,” she held up one with intense pink hair. The two little girls snickered.
“He’s coming,” the voice sounded more alarming now. “Move inside.”
A warm breeze wafted across Elizabeth’s face and she spotted a strange man standing across the street. He was watching her. He looked so familiar. He looked so much like Papa. Her skin felt frigid. She shuddered.
“I need to go in. Can we go into your apartment now?” Elizabeth rose up suddenly, a troll doll clutched in each hand.
“Okay,” Vicki shrugged and scooped the rest of the dolls back in the shoebox. Elizabeth hurried in front of her friend and held the door open for her. She closed the apartment door and scooted over to the wide bay window to peer out.
Apolline walked along the fence in front of the apartment house with both hands full of shopping bags. Elizabeth eased down to the bottom rim of the window to view her mama without being detected.
“I have the troll dolls ready,” Vicki said.
“Shh,” Elizabeth placed a finger over her pursed lips, but didn’t take her eyes off of her mama as she stepped through the gate. Vicki crawled up beside her and stared out the window too.
“There’s your mama,” Vicki whispered. “Do you have to go home now?”
“Shh, not yet,” Elizabeth ducked down until her eyes were even with the bottom of the window sill. She glanced over to the left. The strange man crossed Myrtle Street and quickened his pace to the apartment house. The front door of the building banged shut, and she heard her mama walking up the stairs.
The strange man closed the gate behind him and hunched down a little as he hurried up to the front porch.
“Who is he?” Vicki asked.
“He’s here,” Elizabeth whispered.
“Who?” Vicki whispered back.
“The man who wants to kill my mama,” Elizabeth scooted backward and sat down on the floor.
“Should we wake my mom?” Vicki asked wide-eyed. “She could call the police.”
“No,” Elizabeth shook her head. “Just wait.”
The two girls sat quietly in the middle of the living room floor for a minute. Elizabeth heard her heartbeat and her breathing as it moved in and out of her lungs. She saw her mama in her mind. She saw her unlock the apartment door. The strange man waiting at the top of the stairs.
“Run!” the voice inside her head urged. “Run upstairs.”
Leaping to her feet, Elizabeth dropped the troll dolls and dashed out the door. She raced up the stairs as quick as her little legs would take her. The strange man was not there. She rounded the corner to come face to face with him. She gasped. He looked so much like Papa.
Elizabeth pressed her back against the door to apartment 7, and keeping her eyes locked on the stranger, she kicked the door with her feet.
The door opened gradually, and Elizabeth backed into the vacant apartment. Step by step.
“David,” she whispered. “He is here.”
The strange man sneered and followed Elizabeth into the apartment. “Ya’ll must be my brudda’s little girl,” Julien licked his lips.
Looking up, Julien stared toward the window with a startled expression on his face. His brow furrowed. “Who da hell are ya?” he demanded.
Running into the corner of the room, Elizabeth glanced over and exhaled in relief at the sight of her friend David, standing in front of the window. David smiled at Julien and held his hands out as if to welcome the strange man. But then something remarkable happened, and Elizabeth couldn’t believe her eyes.
Instead of David standing in front of the window, it was her papa. Still smiling, still holding his arms wide apart in welcome. “Come brudda, come…”
“Brother?” Elizabeth murmured to herself.
“Yes,” the voice inside her head confirmed.
“Ya’ll nothin’ but a filty rat. Ya’ ain’t no brudda of mine!” Julien screamed at the figure before him. His fists tightening. “I buried ya. Ya ain’t real!” he shouted even louder and bolted at the figure. But as Julien reached the man in front of the window, the image dissolved, and Julien crashed through the brittle glass and plunged out onto the pavement below.
Pierre and Apolline both came rushing at the commotion. Elizabeth met them in the hallway. She grinned up at her mama. Mr. McLaughlin ran up the stairs, with his wife huffing and wheezing a few steps behind him. They stopped at the open door to number 7.
“What happened?” Warren asked. “Someone just…jumped…out of the window?”
“Well, that does it!” Mildred McLaughlin stood with her hands on her hips.
“It’s over Mama, we’re safe now,” she angled her head and reached up for her mama’s hand.
“What are you talking about? Safe from what?” Apolline knelt down to pick up her daughter.
“David took care of the scary man, Papa’s brother,” Elizabeth looked back at the busted window and splintered glass smeared with blood.
“Who is David?” Pierre asked looking into the vacant apartment, then at Elizabeth.
“He is her imaginary friend,” Apolline kissed her daughter on the forehead and hugged her.
“He’s not imaginary, Mama. He’s the man in number 7.”
“What?” Mildred gasped and fell backwards into her husband’s arms.
Apolline pulled her daughter away from the room and down to their door as they listened to the sirens screeching through the neighborhood. Police came up and talked to everyone, but they didn’t talk to Elizabeth. Even though she was the only one who knew the truth. Mama said it was her husband, but she didn’t know what happened in apartment number 7. No one knew why he was in there. The McLaughlins, Stephanie, Pierre, and her mother all shook their heads not knowing what happened. No one saw anything.
No one, except Elizabeth.
Elizabeth watched as the police placed wide yellow tape crisscrossed over the door to number 7. David whispered in her ear secrets she couldn’t share. He said what lived in number 7 was still there. It was what killed him. And it would kill again.
◆◆◆
 
It took a month after that for everything to settle down. Lying in bed one morning, Elizabeth wrapped her little arms around her sleeping mother’s neck. She smiled at the sound of the Angelic choir that accompanied the light that poured into their bedroom window and washed over the two of them. The light was so brilliant Elizabeth had to shield her eyes and it made her giggle. It was as if the sun was right outside their apartment. She knew now, that she and her mother were safe. The dark dreams were gone as well as the shadows.
It was early August now, and in another week, Elizabeth would be turning six. She would start school this year and she was excited about that. But as she gazed into the sunbeams that fell across their bedroom, she had the thought that her biggest lessons wouldn’t be learned in school. They would come from the other world, the one her mother didn’t see.
Late that afternoon, Elizabeth and Vicki ran out onto the front porch of the apartment building to play. Each with a handful of little troll dolls with colorful hair. Elizabeth stopped before running down the steps into the grass. She glanced over at her mother sitting on the front porch rail, drinking a glass of wine as the late summer breeze danced through her long auburn hair and ruffled the skirt of her pastel cotton dress.
“Is everything okay, Mama?” Elizabeth called out.
“Yes, cher,” Apolline sipped her wine and smiled at her daughter. She held up her glass as if making a toast. “Laissez les bons temps rouler, ma cher. Finally, everything is truly okay.”
Walking barefoot into the front yard, Elizabeth sat down next to Vicki. She smiled at her mama, then glanced to the upstairs window of apartment 7. A man she didn’t recognize gazed down at her, then turned and disappeared. She shuddered and picked up the troll dolls. It was time to play; after all, she wasn’t quite six years old.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
If you like this book, I'm hoping you will post a review on amazon.com. Reviews help authors more than anything.
 
Be sure to sign up on my website to receive special offers and news of new books and events.  
 
Sherrybriscoe.com.  You can also follow me on Facebook at Sherry Briscoe, Author; Goodreads, and Bookbub.
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