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Summary: A traumatic experience leads Donald and Timothy to seek a new beginning, but their efforts lead them to a terrifying encounter with the supernatural. Meanwhile, Don works on solving a cold case.

********************************************************

IMMEDIATE POSSESION

by

Candy Apple

"What are you wearing?"

Don laughed out loud in the cold darkness of his car as Timmy's bedroom voice came through his cell phone.

"Whipped cream and a jock strap," he replied, and then Timmy laughed, too. "Sorry, honey. It's gonna be a late one," he said.

"Shocking."

"You're not mad?"

"Let's say I'm not surprised," Tim replied with a little sigh. "I know the opera isn't at the top of your list of favorite events."

"If I get the goods on this guy, we can take that trip to Ireland we've been talking about," Don said. They'd been socking some money away here and there over the last couple of years because Timmy was feeling the pull to visit the Callahan homeland, even if it had been a few generations since any of them had actually lived in Ireland. They still took their winter excursions somewhere warm, but Don hadn't minded making those trips a bit more modest in order to save for two weeks of touring Ireland and tracing the genealogy of his partner's ancestors. 

"Be careful," Timmy said, his voice softening. "I love you."

"I love you, too. Call me when you get home."

"I'll be fine, Donald."

"I like to know you're in okay."

"Okay, I'll call. Maybe you'll be home by then."

"I doubt it. Probably the wee hours." He heard Timmy's sigh through the phone, wishing he was making his partner sigh for a better reason, preferably involving nudity and a horizontal surface. 

"Get in bed with me when you get home, okay? No napping on the couch."

"Twist my arm," Don replied, smiling, and Timmy chuckled at that.

"See you later, honey."

Don put his phone in his pocket and waited for the couple he was watching to get comfortably involved in something they shouldn't be doing in the house the woman shared with Don's client, her husband. If things went well, Don could get a couple of nice snapshots, since he had a key to the fence gate, and full access to the property, including the master bedroom windows that overlooked what was supposed to be a secure, private yard. 

He took a drink of the tepid coffee in his drink holder and curled his lip. Leaning his head back on the headrest, he thought about how good Timothy would look and smell, all dressed up to go to that stuffed shirt reception and opera performance. The reception would be dry, and the opera performance excruciating, but he could have gotten away with dozing off with his head on Timmy's shoulder in the darkened theater. 

"You better be a bad girl tonight," he mumbled, talking to his unsuspecting surveillance subject as he prepared to go get his incriminating photos.

********

Tim pulled into the garage and hit the button to close the door behind him. Don’s car wasn’t there, so he knew his partner was still out on the case. He wasn’t surprised, just a bit disappointed. He unlocked the door that led into the mud room and then went into the kitchen, tossing his keys on the counter and taking off his coat, draping it on the back of one of the chairs by the snack bar. He went to the refrigerator and took out a bottle of water, unscrewing the cap and taking a long drink. He closed the refrigerator door and headed upstairs. He set the bottle of water on the dresser and turned on the light, sitting on the side of the bed and taking out his cell phone to call Don. He wasn’t surprised it went straight to voice mail, since Don often had to silence his phone if he was going to be sneaking around, trying to avoid detection.

“I’m back in from the opera. It wasn’t all that great even if you like opera, so you didn’t miss much. Be careful, honey. Love you. See you later.” He set the phone on the night stand and stood, shedding his jacket and loosening his tie.

“That was sweet,” a voice said from behind him. “Don’t move,” the deep voice hastened to add. It sounded as if it was coming from the direction of the bathroom, but he figured not moving could include not turning his head. He had no desire to have it blown off, so he remained motionless. “I bet Strachey’s gonna play that message a lot, it being the last one you leave him.”
“Who are you?” Tim asked, scanning the dresser for a weapon of any sort. Then he ventured a look in the mirror. There was a tall, burly man in black standing just outside the bathroom door, wearing a ski mask, a gun pointed in his direction. He tried to focus on the fact that if he was wearing a ski mask, he was concerned about concealing his identity. And you don’t conceal your identity if you plan to kill your victim. Dead men can’t pick you out of a line-up.

“Your partner spends a lot of his time collecting fat retainers to ruin people’s lives.”
“What do you want me to do about it?” he asked, deciding that extolling Don’s virtues really didn’t stand much of a chance of defusing the situation. “I’m sorry if you have a beef with Don, but I don’t have anything to do with his business.”
“Too bad you’re gonna have to pay the price. Life’s not always fair.” He moved closer, and Tim turned around to face him. “That’s enough. I said, don’t move, remember? Turn around and face the dresser.”
“If you’re going to shoot me, you can at least be man enough to do it face to face.”
“Who said I was gonna shoot you? That’s awfully quick. No, this is gonna take a while. I will shoot you if you don’t turn around like you’re told.”
Tim turned around and tried to control his breathing. His heart was pounding, blood rushing in his ears, and he tried to think of what kind of move Don would try to get the upper hand in such a situation. The truth was, he could possibly take on this man in terms of physical strength, but he didn’t have the experience in combat situations to risk taking on a gun aimed at him. 

The sudden pain that flashed against his back and sent him to the floor was a shock. At first, he thought he’d been shot, that the intruder was playing games with him, and really did just want to shoot him. He couldn’t move and, for a moment, thought he was paralyzed by a gunshot wound. While he was trying to regain his senses, he was hoisted onto the bed. His assailant laid a stun gun on the night stand, next to where Tim had just put his phone. He tried feebly to struggle while his clothes were efficiently stripped from his body, and his wrists handcuffed to the headboard of the bed. Moments later, he felt his ankles being restrained in what felt like straps of some sort, but he couldn’t see them, since he was face down.

“I always wondered what you people got out of taking it up the ass. Never have gotten a kick out of the annual prostate exam,” he said. Then he leaned down close to Tim so his breath, which was unpleasant and marinated with alcohol, was hot against his ear. “Do you know how long it took the man who killed my wife to finish with her?”
Tim felt a wave of nausea, but he fought it, praying that Don would get home sooner than he planned. The man grabbed a handful of his hair and jerked his head back.

“I asked you a question!”
“No, I don’t know,” Tim managed, tugging at the handcuffs now that some of the effects of the taser were wearing off and he was regaining some movement and coordination. 

“He kept her locked up for two days. But it only took him a couple hours to torture her, rape her, and then slit her throat,” he hissed, still close to Tim’s ear. “I wonder how many lattes your partner drank, and how many times he fucked you in those two days he could have saved her life.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Tim said, not wanting to give his attacker a display of fear, but knowing he was shaking anyway. He didn’t know if it was the after-effects of the shock, or terror at what was going to happen to him. 

“I hired your no-good partner to find my wife! We’d been fighting; I thought she’d walked out on me. I paid him five grand, and I promised him another five when he found her. You would’ve thought that’d be motivation enough!” he barked, sitting on the bed next to Tim’s prone form. 

The details were trickling back into Tim’s memory. A case Don had taken a couple years ago, from an overwrought husband who thought his wife took off on him. Don had gone through the usual paces of tracing her credit cards, searching for her missing car, contacting a list of her friends and relatives provided by his client, and finally beginning the arduous task of contacting hotels and motels in person, via telephone, and even e-mail, and getting her photo out to as many of them as possible. Two weeks into the investigation, her body was found in a ditch by the side of a country road. 

“Don worked hard on that case. I remember it now. He was still at it when she was found by the police.”
“Do you know what that animal did to her?”
“I know it was bad, but Don never told me the details. I can’t even imagine what that was like for you.”
“Don’t try that sympathetic bullshit with me. It’s not gonna do any good. There’s only one way for your partner to know how I feel; for anybody to know how I feel. And that’s to go through it themselves.”
“Torturing and killing an innocent person isn’t going to bring your wife back,” he reasoned, hoping maybe he could still get through to the man. He tried to ignore how cold, vulnerable, terrified, and utterly demeaned he felt.

“I got nothing against you. This isn’t about you. You’re just the one who’s gonna have to take the fall so your partner can learn a lesson.”
“Don never cheats his clients. Whatever he did for your wife’s case was the most he could do for her. He takes his cases seriously.”
“I’ve seen his name in the paper; the cases he’s solved. Mr. Big Shot Faggot Private Dick with his fancy boyfriend and his big house. Five grand of my money is tied up in his fancy lifestyle.”
“If it’s about money, I’m sure he’d give you a refund —“
“Yeah, after I broke into his house, stripped his boyfriend naked and handcuffed him to the bed. I bet he’d give me a refund. He wouldn’t give me one the day I had to identify what was left of my wife at the morgue. He said his time and expenses exceeded the retainer, and he was doing me a favor not billing me for the rest. A favor! Cocksucking bastard. I decided right then, he was gonna pay, and it’s got nothing to do with money.” He leaned close to Tim. “Maybe when he sees you on the slab, he’ll get my point.” 

He left the bed and went into the bathroom, returning a moment later with a duffle bag. He set it on the foot of the bed and started rummaging around in it. Tim heard a couple of things make a clanking noise, like metal against metal as they were laid on the bed, and then some rustling.  

“That animal stuck things inside her,” he said, and Tim’s whole body jerked when something cold and metal was laid on his back. He couldn’t see what it was, and he tugged hopelessly on the handcuffs. “He bit her. Cut her with a knife,” he added, laying some other cold object on Tim’s back. He assumed it was a knife. “There was mutilation. . . .” He was quiet and still a minute. “I’m not into this, but it’s part of what I have to do,” he insisted. “I’m not a pervert.”
“You know that about yourself, so you know this isn’t the right thing to do. If you’re angry with Don, sue him, confront him . . . but you won’t be able to live with yourself if you do this.”
“I can’t live with myself now. I see her face every night. I see it cold and blue and lifeless, that black-looking line around her throat they tried to clean up and keep covered when I had to look at her.” Tim could hear him pull tape from a roll. A moment later, duct tape sealed his mouth. “When this is over, I won’t have to live with myself at all. But your partner is going to live my hell. He’s going to pay for letting her die like that.”
Tim yanked hard on the handcuffs restraining his wrists. It was futile, and he felt a searing pain in his left wrist when he twisted it.

“Please, don’t do this,” he pleaded.

“I read the coroner’s report. Over and over. The marks all over her back and her ass were from a whip. The coroner talks about what kind he thought it was, so I got one that’s as close to that as I could find. He thought she was suspended part of the time, maybe while he whipped her, for part of the torture, when he sliced up her breasts. There’s no place to suspend you here, but this’ll do.”
Tim’s whole body shook when the man stood, and dragged the cold leather of the whip across his back. He was so scared that Don’s name slipped out in a whisper, a cross between a plea and a prayer for his partner to be there, to save him. The sound of the leather hitting his skin registered an instant before the white-hot pain followed. He strained against the restraints with each blow, wishing he could take it without crying out, without giving his tormentor the satisfaction of knowing how much he was suffering. And this was only the beginning. . . .

********

Don smiled as he listened to Timmy’s voice mail. He was on his way home, a nice collection of salacious photos on his digital camera, even a moment or two of video, since he’d gotten lucky with the lighting and the window access. It was rare he had such a ringside seat to the action, and such an easy time getting the goods. It was only one-thirty when he pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. He walked up to the front door and let himself in, and froze as soon as he set foot in the foyer. A cracking sound, like something slapping flesh, was instantly followed by what sounded like a cry of pain from someone gagged; he had his gun in his hands instantly. That was Timmy’s voice; he knew every nuance of it, no matter what had been done to stifle it. 

Flattening himself against the wall, he eased up the stairs, resisting the urge to fly to his partner’s rescue. He needed the element of surprise. He had to know how many intruders were in the house, and what Timmy’s situation was, or he wouldn’t be able to do either one of them any good. He deftly avoided any creaks, and hated that another muffled cry from Timmy gave him the sound coverage he needed to make the last couple steps into the second floor hallway to get close to the master bedroom door.

When he looked in, he had no time to think. There was a dark figure on top of Timmy, straddling his naked form, a knife in his raised hand. He couldn’t risk shouting a warning or making his presence known. He couldn’t be sure he could shoot in time before the knife reached its destination. He fired three shots at the attacker and watched him fall aside, blood spattering Timmy’s naked form and the bed as he dropped.

Resisting the urge to go to Timmy immediately, Don kicked the knife away from the fallen man’s hand and checked his pulse. There was a weak one, but he was motionless and blood was spreading from a wound in his back.

“I’m here, baby,” he said to Timmy, flipping open his phone and speed dialing Bailey while he rifled the intruder’s pockets for the handcuff key. Cursing when he couldn’t find it, he pulled out his lock picking tools. 

“Bailey,” a groggy voice grumbled into the phone.

“It’s Don Strachey. I need your help. I just shot a guy who was attacking Timothy in our house. He’s still alive, and Timothy’s going to need some medical attention.”
“How bad is it?” Bailey asked, sounding more alert now.

“I don’t know yet. I have to take care of Timothy. Can you get an ambulance and get over here? I don’t want one of your overzealous pals throwing me in an interrogation room for six hours for shooting some scumbag when I need to be taking care of my partner.” His voice was shaking, and he felt panic creeping over him.

“I’m sending an ambulance and a unit over there right now. If the guy’s still alive and your partner isn’t critical, render aid. I’m on my way.”
Don stuck the phone back in his pocket and went to work on the first set of handcuffs. Render aid, my ass. I’ll stick a towel over the blood when I get around to it. There were angry red welts on Timmy’s back and butt, duct tape on his mouth, and his wrists were raw from fighting the restraints. As Don touched the back of his head gently, his hair felt damp with sweat. He looked at Don with frantic, wet eyes and struggled to speak under the tape.

“I’ve almost got it, sweetheart,” Don said as the handcuff popped open. He carefully tugged at the corner of the duct tape, easing it off slowly. 

“Donald,” he gasped, the word somewhere between a whisper and a sob.

“I know, honey, it’s okay. I’m gonna get you out of this.”
“Please . . . cover me up.”

“I’ll get your robe on you as soon as I get your arms free.” He kissed Timmy’s damp cheek and stroked his hair again, then set to work on the other handcuff, popping it open fairly quickly and releasing his partner’s bruised, battered wrist. Timmy let out a little yelp of pain. “What, sweetheart? What hurts?”
“My wrist . . . I think it’s sprained.”
Don kissed the wrist in question and then got Timmy’s robe, easing his arms into it. He fumbled with the ankle restraints with shaking hands, finally getting them open. 

“Where else are you hurt, honey?” he asked, gathering Timmy’s shaking body into his arms, holding him gently. His stomach flipped when he saw the collection of items on the bed: a knife, a horrendous-looking shiny metal dildo-type thing, a taser, and the leather whip that had obviously left the ugly marks on Timmy’s body.

“He didn’t have time to do much.” Timmy buried his face against Don’s neck. “My hero,” he managed, trying for levity, even as shaken as he was. Don held him tighter and kissed his hair, his forehead, whatever he could reach. “Am I bleeding?” he asked. Don swallowed hard and lifted the robe away from Timmy’s back, looking over his shoulder.

“I don’t see any blood that’s yours, sweetheart. Just a lot of red marks, a few of them look like they’re swelling into welts. Looks painful.”
“Yeah,” Timmy said, his voice weak and shaky. Don tucked the robe around him again. Tim added, “He was mad at you because of a case . . . the guy whose wife was missing and turned up dead?”
“That’s him?” As Don heard the sirens, he remembered Bailey’s advice to “render aid” to the fallen man. If he later died, that would go a long way in supporting Don’s assertion that he only did what he had to do to save his partner, and that he showed concern to save the life of the man he shot. “Stay right there. I have to make it look like I give a shit if this motherfucker dies.”
“He’s still alive?”
“He was a few minutes ago.” Don rushed into the bathroom and grabbed a towel. He wadded it up, stuck it against the most obvious wound on the intruder’s back, and tied it there with a makeshift tourniquet of sorts, using a bed sheet around the man’s body. He pulled off the ski mask, and recognized Joseph Norris’ plump cheeks with their characteristic stubble, prominent nose, and thinning light brown hair.

“He wanted to do to me everything his wife’s killer did to her.”
Don tried not to dwell on the details of the woman’s death. It had been grisly. She’d been tortured, raped, mutilated, killed, and dumped in a ditch. At the time, the details had made him cringe. Now, seeing the torture kit on the bed, and the reality of Timothy’s fear and pain, what would have been if not for his work ending early, he fought the bile that rose in his throat.

“I don’t want to go to the hospital, Donald. I’m all right. He didn’t . . . he didn’t have time to . . . he was going to stick that thing inside me.”
“We have to have a record of your injuries for the case, sweetheart. Since the son of a bitch is still alive, if he stays that way, I want his ass to fry for this.” He returned to Timmy’s side and barely had time to touch him before the police were banging on the door.

“Please, Don, I take care of you when you don’t want to go to the hospital. Please, just don’t make me go there.” 

The words sliced into Don’s soul deeper than the attacker’s knife could have cut his flesh. “How about if I take you myself, sweetheart? No ambulance.” He kissed Timmy’s lips gently. “I have to let the cops in.”
 “I’m coming with you. Don’t leave me alone in here with him.”
It was on the tip of Don’s tongue to remind Timmy that the prone man who lay bleeding with two bullets in him posed no threat to anyone, but fear and trauma weren’t always rational, and if Timmy was afraid, he wasn’t about to leave him there. He grabbed Timmy’s slippers and stuck them on his feet. He helped him stand, feeling the tremors running through Timmy’s body.  

“Can you walk, honey?”

“I can’t stop shaking,” he said, his voice coming out barely above a whisper. 

“Here, let’s put this around you,” Don said, pulling a small quilt off the bed that Timmy sometimes used over his feet on a cold night. His grandmother had made it when he was a child, and Don hoped the warmth, and the sentimental value of it would comfort him a little.  “Ready?”

“No, but we h-have to g-get downstairs.”

“We’ll take it slow. They can kick down the door if we’re not fast enough for ‘em,” Don said, trying for a little levity. He couldn’t stand to see Timmy like this. 

“N-not my new front door,” he managed, and Don smiled, kissing Timmy’s cheek. Timmy did love his new front door with the fancy frosted glass and antique brass hardware.

“Perish the thought,” Don agreed, guiding him out of the room and downstairs to let in the police. 

“The intruder’s in the master bedroom, along with his weapon and his torture kit,” he said to the first cop through the door. “I think he’s still alive. I tried to stop the bleeding,” he concluded, gesturing. 

“You’re the one he attacked?” another officer asked Timmy as he followed the first cop through the door and toward the stairs.

“He had a knife. . . .”
“I’m taking him to the ER myself, so you can use the ambulance for the guy upstairs.”
“Detective Bailey said for you to wait for him,” the officer responded. 

“There are some clothes in the dryer,” Timmy said as the cops rushed upstairs. “I can’t go out like this.”
“Come on, we’ll get you dressed.” He escorted Timmy to the laundry room, and pulled the clothes out of the dryer in an armload, depositing them on top of the machine, picking through them until he found a clean suit of Timmy’s sweats and a pair of his boxers and some socks. He helped him put on the clothes, favoring the painful wrist he was cradling.

When Timmy was dressed, he put his arms around Don and hung on, his breathing ragged. “You’re home early,” he said in a strained whisper.

“Not early enough,” Don replied, the awful truth of those words sinking in. While he was taking pictures of an unfaithful wife, his partner was being humiliated and tormented by some psycho who had it in for him, and made Timothy pay the price. “It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart. I’ve got you now. I’m so fucking sorry, baby.”
“I’m gonna be sick,” he said, and Don could feel the change in his breathing and the way his body was stiffening and bracing itself.  He grabbed a small pail containing clothes pins, sent the little wooden things flying, and stuck it under Timmy’s chin just in time.  
“It’s okay sweetheart. Lean on me, baby,” he whispered, kissing Timmy’s temple as he calmed down. He set the pail aside and wiped Timmy’s mouth with a clean washcloth from the clothes pile on the dryer.  

“Strachey!” Bailey’s voice bellowed from the foyer. 

“You’ll take me to the hospital, right? I don’t want some stranger stripping me down and taking pictures,” Timmy admitted softly.

“We’re in here!” Don called back to Bailey. “I can take the pictures we need, and they don’t have to be naked pictures. There are plenty of those fucking welts on your back that we don’t need to document the ones lower.” He kissed a spot on Timmy’s cheek that was chafed from the tape.

“You want to tell me what the hell’s going on here?” Bailey asked. He was in jeans, a sweatshirt, and a brown stadium jacket. Don didn’t remember the last time he’d seen Bailey without a tie. 

“The guy upstairs attacked Timothy. He had him restrained on the bed naked, beat the shit out of him with a leather whip, and had a knife over him when I walked in. I just fired. If I’d said anything, he’d have had time to stab Timothy before I could have gotten a shot off.”
“Did he break in, was he here when you got home . . . ?” he asked, looking at Timmy, taking out his notepad.

“I was at the opera. There was a reception there for the regional Democratic candidates. Don was on a case, so I came home alone, probably about midnight or so. He was waiting in the master bathroom.” Timmy paused, and Don slipped his hand into his partner’s, giving it a little squeeze. “He used a stun gun on me, and I couldn’t move, at least for a few minutes. He got my clothes off and put handcuffs on my wrists and tied down my ankles with something . . . straps of some kind, I think.”
“He told Timothy he had it in for me because I didn’t find his wife a couple years back. Remember the Norris case?”
“Melissa Norris, the lady we found in the ditch?”
“That’s her. He was going to do everything to Timothy that the killer did to his wife. From the looks of his little handbag up there, he had the supplies to do it.”
“Shit,” Bailey muttered, making a couple of notes. “I always thought that guy was a little out of it, but I didn’t see this one coming.”
“I need to get him to the ER and get this over with.”
“If you want to sit tight a minute, let me check on the scene upstairs, I’ll take you there. We have to have an officer present to document his injuries.”
“Thank you for handling this for us,” Timmy said, and the fatigue and . . . uncharacteristic faintness of his voice pierced Don’s heart. It seemed to soften Bailey’s rough edges a bit, too.

“You’re welcome. I won’t be long,” he said, pausing as the EMT’s brought the gurney downstairs, bearing Joseph Norris’s bloody form, tubes and IV’s already sprouting from his body. “How is he?” Bailey asked the EMT’s. 

“Hanging on. That tourniquet probably kept him from bleeding to death.”
Don felt Timmy’s hand touch his hair in a light caress. 

“You’re a good guy, you know that?” he said softly.

“Not that good. I just learn from my partner’s example.”
“And good advice from Bailey,” Timmy added, smiling faintly. 

“That, too,” Don admitted.

********
Tim sat on the examining table, exhausted and wishing for the whole ordeal to be over. Don had taken photos of his back, and one photo of the marred skin on his butt that didn't show anything but skin and had only required Tim to show a little hip. He took pictures of the bruising and rawness on Tim's wrists and ankles. He'd been through x-rays for his wrist, which was now wrapped in an elastic bandage. The doctor felt it was a mild sprain, and would heal with rest. 

Rest. That's all he wanted. The sun was coming up, the sounds and smells of the ER were grating on his nerves, and the welts on his skin hurt to sit on or lean back on. All he wanted was to go home and have Don take care of him. 

He wasn't sure how he felt about the news that Joseph Norris was in recovery, still clinging to life after having two bullets removed. One had hit him in the back, one in the shoulder, and one shot ended up in the wall above the bed. Don’s first aid had saved his life, and Tim was glad he’d done that. It dispelled any suspicion that he’d overreacted, or that there was anything vengeful in the shooting above what was necessary to save Tim’s life. He doubted that was to be the final cut Norris was about to inflict, since he had a lot of torture plans left unfinished, but it could have been fatal if Don had challenged him, and he saw it as his last opportunity.

“We’ll be done here pretty soon, baby,” Don said gently. He was sitting there next to him on the table, a pillow in his lap, with Tim’s injured wrist on the pillow, holding an ice pack there. Tim wanted to answer him, but he didn’t trust his voice to come out steady, so he said nothing. Don knew him well enough to know what he needed without words. Soft lips kissed his cheek, and Don’s free hand stroked his hair. “He didn’t . . . touch you anywhere else, did he? I promise I won’t tell Bailey if you don’t want me to.”
“He wasn’t in it for the sex, or even the nudity. It was all just hate . . . anger . . . revenge. He didn’t put his hands on me, or . . . put anything in me yet.” 
“Thank God.”
“Did you thank Bailey for helping us out?” he asked, flexing his fingers, feeling the pull on his wrist and wondering how anything ‘mild’ could hurt that much. 

“You did, sweetheart, at the house, remember?”
“I did?” He honestly didn’t remember the conversation, but he took Don’s word for it. “You thank him, too. He didn’t have to come when you called, and it was easier having someone we know. . . .”
“I thanked him, but I will again, okay?” 

“Okay.” Tim paused. “How did he get in?”
“He jimmied the patio door,” Don replied. He sounded hesitant to answer, but he did. “I’ll nail the goddamned thing shut myself when we get home. Then we’re getting a barbed wire fence, a burglar alarm, and three rabid pit bulls.”

Tim had to smile at that. “Did they ever find him?”
“Who?” Don asked, confused.

“The man who killed Norris’s wife?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Isn’t it kind of unlikely for someone to commit a crime like that just once?”
“Pretty unlikely, yeah, unless it was really, really personal. People can go off the deep end and do some horrific things under the umbrella of ‘crimes of passion.’”
“You investigated her when you were looking for her. Any suspects?”
“Do you really want to get into this now?” Don asked, looking confused.

Tim wasn’t sure he could put it into words exactly, but he gave it a try. “She had to be terrified.”
“That’s a fair assumption.”
“I felt that, Donald. I felt that fear. I know what she felt like when that . . . animal tied her down, whipped her, when she knew he was going to do awful things to her. . . .”
“You’re safe now, honey. Even if that SOB wakes up, I’ll shoot him six more times if he looks at you the wrong way.”
“I’m gonna pretend I didn’t walk in on that conversation,” Bailey said as he joined them in the exam room. “Are you two all set to go?”
“Yeah. The doctor hasn’t signed off on him leaving yet,” Don said, “but they’re pretty backed up out there.”
“Are you waiting on any test results?”
“No. I just want to get out of here,” Tim said. He was a little surprised when Bailey picked up his coat and held it for him while Don tossed out the ice pack. It was a small courtesy, but as shaken as he felt, even that little gesture of moral support warmed him. “Thanks.”
“The lab techs are done at your place, so you should have some peace and quiet if you go home. I talked to the DA, and it’s very unlikely any charges will be pursued against you,” he said to Don. “You’ll probably have to go through your story another time or two. . . . Formalities,” Bailey said with a dismissive gesture of his hand.

“Charges? That piece of shit attacked my partner. What the fuck should I have done? Mixed him a goddamned martini?”
“Don, stop it,” Tim said, touching his arm. “I know you’re angry but don’t kill the messenger.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Bailey grumbled under his breath, leading the way out of the ER, toward the unmarked sedan he had waiting near the entrance. 

Tim thought he’d be glad to see home. He was tired and sore and his wrist throbbed. Still, the sight of the house sent a wave of panic through him that must have caused him to tense up, because Don reacted to it immediately.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” he asked, kissing Tim’s temple. They were together in the backseat, and he’d been riding with his head on Don’s shoulder. 

“Nothing. I guess I must have dozed off for a minute,” he lied. 

Don and Bailey exchanged a few words about the case that didn’t penetrate the fog that was gathering in his brain. He was exhausted, traumatized, hurt, and just plain unable to process anything else. He let Don steer him into the house, and toward the stairs. He froze at the bottom step.

“I can’t.”
“Can’t walk up? Are you hurting somewhere, honey?” Don asked, looking worried. Well, looking more worried. He’d looked worried for hours now.

“I can’t go up there. I don’t want to.”
“We don’t have to go into our room, Timmy. We can sleep in the guest room.”
“I don’t want to go up there. I know it doesn’t make sense, but I don’t want to.”
“It’s okay. We can go to a hotel, sweetheart.”
“I’m so tired,” Timmy said, his voice shaking. “I just want to lie down.”
“How about the futon in the den?”
“That’s insane, isn’t it?”
“No, sweetheart, it’s not insane.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, feeling the tears coming. 

He didn’t want to lose it, to go into a complete meltdown there in the foyer, but he couldn’t help it. It was the first time he’d been alone with Don for more than a moment or two since it happened, and the first time he didn’t have to put on any pretenses. He knew he’d be held close and doted on with little love words and kisses until he felt better. So he clung to Don and let it all out, soaking up the security of his partner’s arms, letting that feeling of being protected and cherished wash over him. He’d come so close to enduring something so much more unspeakable than what he’d actually been through, and Don so close to being left alone, to finding something horrible he’d never get over . . . something he’d blame himself for until he spiraled into depression and self-destruction. 

“Come on, baby, you need some rest,” Don said, pulling back a little as Tim calmed down. 
The emotional catharsis left him even more limp and exhausted, and he let himself be led back to the den, a cozy, friendly little room that didn’t seem as ominous as the big, dark second floor with all its rooms and shadows. He sat on the futon, knowing he should do something, like pull it out flat, or help make it up for sleeping.

“I’m going to get us some bedding, honey.” Don kissed the top of his head.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, stupidly, not sure what he was apologizing for, but knowing he was wallowing in the fright and the horror of what could have been. He was acting like a zombie, and part of him knew he should rise to the occasion for Don, to reassure him that he wasn’t permanently damaged by what happened.

That would have been easier if he didn’t feel damaged. If he didn’t feel like he’d never have peace of mind again. 

“No, I’m sorry,” Don said, kneeling in front of him, taking his right hand in his, the side that wasn’t sprained. “If I’d been here, none of this would have happened. If I hadn’t pissed that guy off, none of it would have happened. It’s my fault, sweetheart, not yours,” Don stated emphatically, and Tim could see the moisture in his eyes. He also saw guilt there. Don looked positively haunted by the notion that he had caused this, and how close they both came to something unimaginable in its horror.
“It’s not your fault,” he said, touching Don’s cheek, needing to alleviate some of the pain in his eyes. “You saved my life. You rode in on your rusty brown horse and saved the day,” he added, even though he didn’t feel like humor. He knew Don needed it from him, and he found himself feeling just a bit less awful when he saw Don’s big smile.

“Watch out how you talk about my horse,” he protested. 
“You can’t control what some lunatic does because he’s upset with you. We know your job carries risks.”
“That’s fine for me, but it shouldn’t touch you.”
“The only one to blame for this is Norris . . . and maybe, in a way, the man who killed his wife. He probably wouldn’t be out trying to kill people if that had never happened.”
“Will you be okay here for a minute while I get us blankets and stuff?”
“I’m okay,” Tim lied, and he figured Don knew better. Still, they needed the bedding if they were going to get some rest.
Don wasn’t gone long, returning dressed in some old sweats himself with an armload of bedding he used to hastily make them a nest on the futon. He pulled a little tube of lotion out of his pocket and, for a moment, Tim thought it was lube. He found he wasn’t completely opposed to the idea of making love, but he was a little bit too sore, shaken, and tired to really enjoy it. 

“I thought I could put some of this on your back. It might make it better,” he said, holding up the little tube of analgesic cream they’d gotten at the hospital.
He pulled his sweatshirt over his head and laid it aside as Don sat behind him on the futon to work on his back. Before he felt lotion, he felt Don’s lips there, kissing an angry welt, then another, as if the kisses had more healing properties than the lotion. For Tim, they did. Still, the ointment started to make things feel better, even though there was a little pain in having it rubbed into his skin. When his back was finished, Don helped him get back into his sweatshirt. Without leaving an awkward pause, he stretched out on his stomach and lifted his belly a bit for Don to tug his pants and shorts down far enough to work on his abused bottom. He didn’t relish being in that position again, but this was Don, and the welts on his ass did hurt worse than the rest because they’d been chafed and rubbed on from sitting. The cream felt like heaven, not to mention the gentle, loving touches of his partner.

Within a couple minutes, Don was tugging underwear and pants back in place. He shifted onto his side, and Don spooned around him, covering them both with a blanket. Its comfort, and Don’s warmth, started to ease the shivers that the lingering effects of his ordeal were sending through his body. He smiled when Don put a little throw pillow in front of him, so he could rest his sprained wrist on it while they napped. 

“I love you, Timothy.”
“I love you, too,” he replied, letting himself relax. A little sunshine was filtering through the blinds, just enough to make the room warm and friendly, to chase away the demons. At least for a little while.

********

It was a big funeral, with cars lined up along the streets, filling the church parking lot. There were dozens of notables from Albany's political scene milling around, and Don felt a sickness in his stomach when he thought of how little attention he'd paid when Timothy had painstakingly explained who these people were. How little attention he'd often paid to Timmy's politics, how blind and stupid he'd been not to realize how much a part of Timmy they were. 

And then it was time to close the casket for the last time, to take the last look at his lover's beautiful face, to make the final separation and take his first steps into life alone, without Timothy. Instead, he threw himself onto Timmy's chest and sobbed inconsolably, clinging to his still form, shouting angry protests when well-meaning mourners tried to pry him away. . . .
"Donald!  Wake up, honey, look at me."

Don didn't dare look. He was mad. Grief had driven him insane and he thought Timothy was alive again, talking to him, trying to hold him. 

"You're dead! Oh, God, you're dead," he wailed, covering his ears, convinced he was completely insane. He was probably in a rubber room somewhere, rocking back and forth in his own waste, in a straitjacket, not in the den in their house, with his dead partner holding him and consoling him. "Timothy," he sobbed, still curling in on himself, wanting the ghost to hold him and yet not wanting to look at it and see its . . . deadness. 

"Donald, baby, it's me, I'm all right. Look at me, honey. Come on, it's me. You were having a nightmare." He held Don's resistant body close, pressing his head against his chest. "Listen to my heartbeat, baby. Dead men don't have heartbeats," he said gently, as if he'd read Don's thoughts, knew just what he needed to hear. He turned in Tim's arms and held on, sobbing against him until he almost gagged, barely able to get his breath. 

"You're so warm," he gasped, keeping his ear pressed against Tim's heart. 

"You got home in time and you saved my life. I'm here, my love. I'm right here."

"I'm sorry I don't listen to you more," Don choked out, taking in sharp breaths, trying to calm himself down. Tim stroked Don's hair, rocking him a little.

"You always hear me when it matters, honey. You might miss something I say, but you never miss what my heart and soul say to yours," he whispered in Don's ear, sounding choked up himself at the truth in those words. "Do you want to talk about the dream? It won't upset me, I promise. It might make you feel better."

"I was at your funeral, and it was so fucking real. I wouldn't let go of you. I wouldn't let them close the casket. People were trying to pull me off you, and you didn't have a heartbeat. I just wanted to hear your heartbeat, to feel you warm again. . . . I couldn't leave you."

"I'm fine, and I'm going to be with you a very long time on this Earth, and I'll be with you forever on the other side. And if you suddenly got interested in politics, the shock would kill me, so it's just as well you don't listen to me any better than you do." That drew a watery chuckle from Don. "Relax, baby, we're okay. We're together. Everything's going to be all right."

"I should be telling you that."

"As long as we both figure it out, it doesn't matter which one of us says it."

"Don't ever leave me. Don't die on me, not ever."

"If I have any say in it, I won't. I wouldn't miss a moment with you."

"Sorry I woke you," he said, moving away a little. Tim looked around and spotted a box of tissues on the end table nearby; he snagged a few, handing them to his bleary-eyed partner.
"I think we're both tired enough to doze off again." He guided Don back down with him on the bed, shifting onto their sides, facing each other.

"I guess Norris got what he wanted, at least partly."

"Torturing you by hurting me? Yes, he got that. And a couple of bullets for his trouble."
"If he felt anything like I felt in my dream, when his wife died. . . ."

"Grief drives some people mad. Even when he was doing it, I don't think he believed it was the right thing to do. I think he just didn't know another way to ease his own suffering or get justice for his wife."

"Remind me to ask Bub about the case."

"Okay," Tim said through a yawn. They were so close their shared breath was warm between them. "Feel me breathing, honey. Forget that dream. I'm real and I'm alive."

"Love you," he mumbled as his eyes fluttered shut. His body was taking over, demanding rest. 

"Love you, too," Tim replied.

********

Joseph Norris continued to improve, and was expected to survive, though he was kept under a suicide watch. His defense attorney was, of course, pursuing a defense involving some kind of diminished capacity, and both the defense and prosecution were busy having him evaluated. No charges were brought against Don. While no one truly expected they would be, the affirmation that he was in the clear proved a relief.
Tim returned to work a couple of days after the attack and, in Don’s opinion, tackled his professional obligations with a near-hysterical zeal that kept his mind off what he’d been through and ensured that he’d have plenty to do, so he rarely arrived home before Don did. Of course, Don had curtailed all his after-hours surveillance work, because he couldn’t bring himself to leave Tim alone. Tim didn’t say it in so many words, but Don knew he wasn’t able to deal with staying alone in the house at night—even during the evening.
They had moved back upstairs, but the master bedroom remained closed off, and they slept in the guest room instead. Don had moved the majority of Tim’s clothes and accessories into the other bedroom. Tim didn’t go in the master bedroom, and Don wondered if he ever would again. Honestly, Don was in no hurry himself to go back to sleeping in the room where he’d seen Timmy bound and beaten, and so close to being horribly killed. He’d hired a cleaning service to come in and remove all traces of the incident, but nothing would ever erase the memory, for himself, and he suspected, for Timmy.
Melissa Norris’s killer hadn’t been found. Though it was Bailey’s case, the whole Albany PD was well aware of it. No leading suspects had emerged during the investigation, which was hampered by Joseph Norris’s assumption that his wife had left him. In the time that Don had spun his wheels searching for a runaway wife, the police weren’t notified and had never sought her as a missing person. He was still actively looking for her when the body was found by a jogger who noticed it in the ditch.

Frustrated with his lingering fear of the house, of their bedroom, of being alone, Tim made an appointment with a therapist. He’d done some research and found one who had a reputation for counseling patients with post-traumatic stress issues, and had won a couple of community service awards for his philanthropic activities.
“I’m going to see a therapist today,” he said a bit uneasily, taking a small bite off the end of a croissant as he and Don sat at the counter in the kitchen, eating breakfast. He didn’t have much of an appetite, and hadn’t since he was attacked. He went through the motions of eating to stay healthy, and to not appear to Don as if he were wasting away. Of course, his astute partner, who not only made his living off analyzing people and detecting their secrets, but who knew him better than anyone else, realized how messed up he was, no matter how many croissants he ate.
“When?” Don asked, pausing in his assault on his bowl of cereal. 

“One o’clock,” he said.

“I’ll drive you.”
“I can manage all right.” 
“Sweetheart, you don’t have to talk about it with me if you don’t want to,” he said, covering Tim’s hand with his own, “but if you’re stressed out or have a hard time, I just want to be there in case you need me.”
“You don’t think much of shrinks,” Tim said, lacing his fingers with Don’s. 

“Well, I haven’t seen much to make me a fan,” he said, “if people like Trevor Cornell are any indication. But if you think it might help, you know I’m behind you.”
“I just want to be okay again,” Tim said, frustrated that his voice broke and his eyes filled up with tears. “I don’t know how to be okay again.”
“Aw, baby, I know. You’ll get there.” Don moved off his stool and put his arms around Tim, who clung to him and cried on his shoulder. He’d managed to hold it together pretty well in the days following the attack, but sometimes the fear and the memories were just too much. “I love you, honey. It’s gonna be okay.”
“When?”
“It’s barely been a week,” Don said, stroking his hair, his own voice not sounding completely steady. “Give yourself time.”
“Why am I so scared? I don’t expect Norris to pop out of a closet at me.”
“I know, honey,” Don said, a bit of a smile in his voice. “Something like that rattles the shit out of you. I won’t let you get hurt again, baby, I promise.”
“You didn’t let me get hurt this time. It just happened, Donald,” Tim said, hating that Don blamed himself. It was a hazard of the job, and Norris was unbalanced. 

“It won’t happen again.”
“You can’t babysit me forever.”
“Watch me.”
They parted slightly. Don wiped Tim’s eyes and cheeks with a napkin, then stuck it over his nose.

“I can take it from here,” Tim joked, taking the napkin, blowing his nose and wiping it. “I must look great to go into work.”
“We’ll take our time, let your eyes deflate a little,” Don joked, kissing him. “You look beautiful to me.”
“You’re biased.”
“No, you’re just that gorgeous,” Don protested, kissing him again. “And I love you so much,” he added, his own voice a bit strained. “I want to make this better for you, baby.”
“You do, all the time.”
“I’ll get you some fresh coffee, and a cool cloth for your eyes.”
“I don’t want that right now.” Tim wrapped his arms around Don and hung on. He knew strong arms would go around him in response, that he’d feel safe, at least for a few seconds. 

“Everything will be okay, sweetheart. I promise,” Don whispered in his ear. 

“Even if it won’t be, it makes me feel better when you say that.”
********

Don arrived at the senate building and waited out front for Tim, then drove him to his appointment. He waited in the parking lot near the fashionable white brick building where the psychiatrist had his office, along with several other doctors’ offices. He was nearly vibrating in his seat. He wanted to go in with Timothy, hold his hand, support him . . . but therapy was a very personal thing, and his presence might make Timmy less likely to open up, or get in the way of a conversation that was painful or upsetting to him. Don wasn’t above threatening a psychiatrist with bodily harm if he made things more difficult for Timmy than they already were. 
After a little over forty minutes, Timmy came out of the building, making a beeline for the car before Don even had a chance to start it or pull up to pick him up. He got in the car and closed the door.

“Done already?” Don asked carefully. He didn’t like the way Timmy looked, pale and . . . shaky. 

“I’m not going back to the office. Can you just . . . drop me off at home, I guess?”
“No, but I can take you there and stay with you.” He reached over and took Timmy’s hand. “You don’t have to talk to me unless you want to, but I’m not leaving you alone.” Timmy’s hand closed on his with a tight grip. His other hand was balled in a fist, which he pressed to his mouth. Don just drove. 

As they headed for the house, he called Kenny.

“Something’s come up. I won’t be back in today.”
“What about Mrs. Dumont?”
“What about her?”
“She’s already here.”
“She’s a half hour early, then.”
“No, you’re a half hour late.”
“Fuck. Where are you? Can she hear you?”
“I saw your number on the ID and I went into your office and closed the door. Don, she looks like a pit bull.” 
“Just go tell her I have a family emergency and I’ll see her tomorrow, and set something up.”


“She was angry you weren’t here when she got here.”
“Look, if her husband is fucking a stripper, he’ll still be doing it tomorrow.”
“Don, go in to work,” Timmy interrupted. “Don’t lose a client. I’ll be okay.”
“She can wait.”
“What do I say if she threatens to go to someone else?”
“Give her a referral and tell her to go fu—to have a nice day,” he amended.


“O-kay,” Kenny said, hanging up.

“Don, you should call him back before he—“
“Honey, stop. The world won’t stop turning if I lose one client.” 
He pulled into the driveway of the house, and they went inside. Don took Timmy’s coat, though he noticed his partner was still shivering. He turned up the thermostat, and the furnace came to life with a reassuring whoosh. 

“I’ll get you a sweater, sweetheart,” he said, kissing Timmy’s cheek and hurrying upstairs. He found a gray cardigan that Timmy jokingly called his “Grandpa sweater,” and went back downstairs to find Timmy’s tie and suit coat neatly hung on the back of a kitchen chair. Timmy was building a fire in the fireplace. It was unseasonably cold outside, with a good wind blowing. Don took off his tie and jacket. He wouldn’t need a sweater with all this warmth. “Here you go, honey,” he said, holding the sweater for Timmy while he slipped his arms in it. He turned on some soft music in the background, then sat on the couch and put a pillow in his lap. Timmy smiled at that and took the hint, stretching out and resting his head there. 

“Was it a big client I messed up?” he asked.

“You’re my number one client, sweetheart.” Don stroked his hair and kissed his cheek. That earned him another little smile. “Does your back hurt a lot, honey?” he asked, rubbing Timmy’s shoulder, avoiding his back, which was still tender.
“Not a lot. Some.”
“Do you want to talk about anything?”
“No,” Timmy admitted, his voice strained. “Kind of a waste of time for you.”
“You’re never a waste of time, Timothy. You couldn’t waste my time if you tried.”
“I’ll remind you of that next time I drag you to some reception you don’t want to attend.”
“Don’t push your luck,” he joked, kissing Timmy’s cheek. 

“This is the only time I feel safe. When I’m with you.”
“Then you’re in luck, because you’re stuck with me for life, in case you forgot.”
“I never forget that, or how lucky I am.”
“Just rest, honey. Take a nap if you want.”
“Can you talk to me? I don’t care what it’s about. I just want to hear your voice.”


“That client?”
“Yeah?”
“She was a big one. According to Kenny, she looked like a pit bull.” That made Timmy laugh out loud. “Now, there was this one client, a couple years ago. . . .” Don knew he sucked at bedtime stories, but he could share some goofy and benign anecdotes with Timmy that would relax him, maybe make him laugh a little. If Timmy needed him to be a good storyteller, he could hone his skills.

********

“New case?” Timmy asked, noticing that Don’s nose had been buried in a manila folder for the better part of an hour while the eleven o’clock news droned in the background. 

“Old case,” he said. “Melissa Norris.”
“You said you did all you could to find her two years ago.”
“I was looking for a cheating wife, not a kidnap and murder victim.”
“Do you think you missed something?”
“Not based on the direction of the investigation, the way Norris presented it. I did everything you’re supposed to do in that kind of investigation. But I wasn’t looking at the information with an eye to this kind of crime.” Don let his head droop backwards on the couch. “Norris was in the joint for almost two years after she died. He got in a bar fight and pounded some guy senseless. He was pretty successful before she died; no record, owned an auto-detailing business, made a lot of money. After the murder, he turned into a drunk, the business tanked, he went to jail. . . .”
“It’s not that I condone what he did, or that I can really get to the point of forgiving him just yet, but I can understand how a life could spin out of control.”
“Yeah, he made his point on that.” 
Don set the file aside. The he got up and went over to the easy chair Timmy was sitting in and climbed in it with him, making him laugh and shift around to accommodate an extra butt in the chair. His leg was hooked over Timmy’s and he had his arms around his partner’s neck. All was good in his world, even if it would put Timmy’s leg to sleep and he was bumping into his glasses while his partner was trying to finish reading an article in some dry-looking news magazine.

“Are you trying to give me a message?” Timmy asked, removing his glasses and putting the magazine on the end table. 

“I’m trying like hell, yeah,” Don admitted, laughing softly, then blowing in Timmy’s ear. “Is it getting through?”
“It’s starting to,” he replied, kissing Don, slipping his tongue in his mouth, letting their kisses deepen and intensify until they finally broke apart. “Maybe we should take this party upstairs,” he suggested, smiling. It had only been about ten days, and this was the first time they’d gotten a good flare of physical heat going since Timmy was attacked. 

They turned out the downstairs lights and headed upstairs together, going straight to the guest room without giving the master bedroom door a second look. The guest room was an attractive space decorated in neutral shades of taupe and beige, and was home to the bedroom set they’d used in their first house. Going to bed in there seemed oddly like going home, back in time. 

Not wanting to lose the momentum from downstairs, Don made a move for Timmy’s sweater, pulling it over his head.
“I feel like I’m working my way through a set of nesting dolls,” he complained, faced with a shirt and then a t-shirt beneath that.

“It’s only one more layer than you have on. And you should have a sweater on so you don’t complain about the cold all the time.”
“I only complain about the cold when I can see my breath in the living room.”
“Drama queen,” Timmy scolded, grinning, divesting Don of his shirt and tossing it aside. His undershirt went next, and he fought to regain control of the situation, finally getting Timmy’s t-shirt airborne. 

Shirtlessness was a good point to break for more kisses, and Don relished the moment when Timmy’s strong, warm arms came around him, their chests pressed together, mouths making love to each other hungrily, like they hadn’t kissed in years. Now that some time had passed since the attack, he could barely feel the welts on Timmy’s back, and they didn’t cause his partner pain the way they had for the first few days. Still, getting his partner naked meant seeing them, and the burn marks from the stun gun in the small of his back, the bruising and chafing on his wrists and the rawness around his ankles. 

It wasn’t that any of it marred Timothy’s beauty, because it didn’t, but it distracted Don to thoughts of death and dismemberment for the man who had caused it all. More than once, he wished Joseph Norris had the good manners to die like he was supposed to from a gunshot wound in the back. Or that Don himself hadn’t been shaking too hard to get off all three shots well. The one that hit the wall was intended for the back of Norris’s head. By the time he realized his erection was faltering, Timmy realized it too, and ceased the diligent work he’d been doing to unzip Don’s pants.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, looking troubled.

“Nothing, sweetheart,” Don said, taking both Timmy’s hands. “Nothing to do with you. I just let my mind go someplace it shouldn’t.”
“You zoned out on me as soon as you touched my back.”
“I wish I’d managed to kill that son of a bitch. I can’t help it. I’m sorry the bastard lived. If I could think of a way to get away with it, I’d go finish the job. There. I said it.” He sat on the side of the bed. “I’m sorry, Timothy, I know you probably think I’m a horrible person, but I’m fucking pissed off that he didn’t die, and I’m sorry I ever let Bailey talk me into ‘rendering aid’ or whatever bullshit it was. I meant to shoot to kill, and if I hadn’t stopped the bleeding, I’d have accomplished what I set out to do, and you wouldn’t be scared shitless all the time.”
Timmy stood there a moment, then sat next to Don. “I could never think you were a horrible person.”
“I just told you I’d kill him if I could get away with it.”
“Whenever you come home all banged up, after some . . . degenerates beat the crap out of you for some reason . . . I try not to focus on anger. I try to focus on helping you, making it better for you—“
“You always do that.”
“I always take care of you, but Donald, I don’t always succeed in shifting away from the anger—at least, not in my heart. I might not be able to bring myself to pull the trigger on someone, but I could honestly say I could see it happen to someone who hurt you that way, and it would be a struggle not to enjoy the moment of vengeance.”
“But I could do it. There’s the difference.”
“Our lives and our training and our experiences are very different. The military requires you to be prepared to kill in the line of duty, to protect our country and your fellow soldiers. You could shoot an enemy without hesitation to do that. So why does it make you evil that you could kill someone to protect me?” He slid his arm around Don and kissed his cheek. 

“I don’t mean just when he was on you. I mean, now. I could go find him and finish him now.”
“You wouldn’t do that. You might think you would, but you wouldn’t kill someone in cold blood who was no threat to you or to me. As long as he’s locked up, he’s not a threat to either one of us.”
“I just want you to feel good about things again. I want to see your smile light you up the way it should. He took that away from you.”
“Killing him won’t get it back. I’m not afraid of him, per se. I’m not really sure what I’m afraid of. Remembering, I guess? Even that doesn’t make sense, because every detail of it is burned in my mind. I can’t forget it. I guess it’s just . . . it just . . . is. Dr. Lucas tried to get me to articulate what I’m afraid of, and I couldn’t do it for him, either.”
“Is that why you said you didn’t want to go back to him?” Don asked. 


“No, it was when he suggested that maybe we should try some loving bondage play to dispel my fears that I told him he should go try some solitary sexual activity.”
“He thought I should tie you up after you were just traumatized by some psychopath tying you up?”
“I should have checked his degree certificates on the wall. He probably printed them himself after completing his correspondence courses.”
“You could try someone else.”
“I know. Maybe I will. There’s nothing about it that I haven’t told you, and nothing I’ve said to you that you haven’t been attentive and sensitive to me about. It’s not like I’m repressing anything or don’t have someone to talk to, or support me. You know, I get dressed and go to work and for the hours I’m there, things seem kind of normal. I feel better. Then I went to see him and started picking at the wound, and I had to go home for the rest of the day because I was all . . . riled up again. It doesn’t make me feel better. Being with you makes me feel better, because even if I’m crazy, you don’t make me feel like I am.”
“You’re not crazy, sweetheart.”
“And you’re not a horrible person, either.” Timmy sighed heavily. “We’re a couple of flawed humans struggling with something bad that happened.”
“We don’t have to stay here, Timothy,” Don said, taking his hand. “I know you want to overcome this, but it’s not worth you feeling bad or nervous. No house is worth that, baby. To tell you the truth, I’m not in any big hurry to sleep in that bedroom, either. Maybe never.”
“It just seems wrong that he can take our home away from us.” Don could see Timmy’s mood shifting to a darker place, and he wanted to recapture the passion they’d been sharing a few minutes earlier.
“Maybe some hot, steamy sex would help.” Don smiled and Timmy smiled back at him, shrugging.

“Sure couldn’t hurt,” he agreed.

“Do you want me to put some cream on your back, sweetheart?” Don asked, carefully touching one of the pink lines. They were healing well, and Timmy didn’t flinch anymore when he touched them. He kissed the spot his finger had just traced.

“I don’t want to dwell on that tonight. Plus, thanks to my partner taking such good care of me, they don’t really bother me much anymore.”
“They’re almost healed. I wish I could make them disappear, so they never happened.” 
“Then take my mind off them,” Timmy urged, turning, getting Don distracted with more kissing. They stood and kicked off shoes, dispensed with pants, boxers, and socks, and got into bed. They’d shared a clumsy hand job a few days earlier, but Timmy’s back had still felt a little raw to rub on the sheets and his wrist hurt, and he’d seemed less than enthusiastic about reviving their sex life, until now. 

Now he was passionate, assertive, taking the lead and blanketing Don with his body, kissing him, kissing a path down to his chest, using his lips and his tongue to taste him, to suck his nipples to hardness. Only occasionally did he forget to favor his elastic-wrapped wrist, but even that didn’t seem to slow him down. 

Don gasped and felt his whole body arch when Timothy’s mouth engulfed his cock, and his slick finger slid inside him. Timmy was a master at this, at sucking him off until he thought the pleasure of it would kill him, and fingering him into oblivion at the same time. He was disappointed when both mouth and finger were withdrawn, but watching Timmy kneeling between his legs, slicking his own cock with lube, he was too turned on by the prospect of something better than a finger on its way to his overheated body. 

Timothy slid inside him and started pumping, kissing and licking Don’s belly and his chest, caressing him, kissing him intensely, finally leaning on one elbow so he could use his uninjured hand to stroke Don’s erection, to bring him to the edge as he picked up the pace. Timmy looked so gorgeous there, in the dim light of the bedroom, taking what he wanted and giving Don exactly what he wanted at the same time. 

Then he eased out of Don. “Turn over,” he said, and it took Don’s sex-fogged brain and overcharged body a moment to process the command. And it was a command, though it was delivered with the hint of a naughty smile on Timmy’s face. 

“Fuck,” Don muttered, turning over, getting up on all fours. 

“That’s the idea, baby,” Timmy said, kissing the small of his back before he entered him again. They rocked together in a shared, eager cadence until Don’s body simply couldn’t last any longer, and he came, shouting, cursing, gasping, squeezing and pumping his own cock until the waves of the orgasm had passed, and he only held himself up long enough for Timmy to reach his climax moments later. 

“Fuck,” he gasped again, and Timmy laughed as he collapsed on Don’s back, his stomach vibrating against him. 

“You’re repeating yourself, darling,” he teased, kissing the back of Don’s shoulder. 

“Oh my God.”
“No, it’s just me.”
“Fuck.”
“Again? I’d have thought you’d had enough by now.”
“Oh, God, Timothy.” He chuckled. “You wore me out.”
“Not possible. I’ll check back with you in a few minutes.” Timmy was kissing him again, soft lips tracing the contours of his shoulders and back. “I love you, by the way.”
“I love you, too,” Don replied, grinning, liking the weight of his lover pressing him down into the mattress, and liking even more the feeling of Timmy’s limp cock nestling between his cheeks while he was kissed, nibbled, licked and tasted. 

“My love,” Timmy whispered in his ear. “Meeting you was fate, becoming your friend was a choice, but falling in love with you, I had no control over.” 

“Wow,” Don whispered, smiling, feeling a lump in his throat at the words. “That’s nice.”
“It’s not mine, but I read it somewhere, and all I could think of was that I fall in love with you every day, for some new reason.” Timmy kissed his cheek again. “Would you like to move?” he asked, a smile in his voice. Don was still happily flattened under him.

“I’m in no hurry.”
“I don’t want to stifle anything that might come up, given a little oxygen.”
“In that case, I should probably give Little Donald some room to grow.”
They shifted positions until Don was on his back, and Tim ducked under his arm, resting his head on Don’s chest. 

“Is Little Donald comfy now?” Timmy asked, kissing him. 

“He wants to play with Little Timothy.”
“He’s a bad boy, just like his daddy.”
“That’s why you love me.”
“I can think of a few more reasons.” He gave Don a little squeeze. “Thank you.”
“Anytime, sweetheart,” Don replied, grinning, kissing him.

“I didn’t mean for that. I mean for not pushing me to go to another shrink.”
“Why would I do that?” Don frowned, looking down at him. Timmy didn’t look up, but the movement of his thick, dark lashes as he blinked did a nice job of mesmerizing Don. “I’m no big fan of headshrinkers. If you feel like it helps to go to one, more power to you, and I’ll be supportive of it. But you’re not going to find me pushing you into therapy.”
“I keep thinking about that stun gun—“
“They tend to make a lasting impression,” Don replied.

“I was so . . . horrified when I found out that’s what Zailian’s goons had done to you.”
“They could have done worse. At least I wasn’t scarred and I had all my digits left.”
“He used that thing on you nine times. I counted the burns.”
“There’s no point in dwelling on that, honey. I survived it, and it’s over.”
“I can’t imagine taking all those hits with one of those things. One was . . . terrible.”
“That’s why they call it torture. It’s supposed to be terrible. If you’re reasonably healthy, you can live through a lot of hits before it kills you, and it doesn’t break bones or leave permanent scars or disability.”
“He used it on me once, and I was incapacitated.”
“You are, temporarily. I was hanging from the rafters at the time, so it didn’t change things much whether I could move on my own or not. Plus, Norris might have used a stronger one on you. His point was to overpower you, so he probably had higher voltage going.” He kissed the fingers of Timmy’s bandaged hand. “How’s your wrist?”
“Hurts, but it’s not too bad. I still can’t type with it.”
“Which is driving you slowly mad.”
“Not so slowly. It’s taking me twice as long to do everything.”
“Can’t you dictate to someone?”
“Sure, but I don’t write well that way. I like to write. Type it myself, think, kind of edit on the fly as I’m writing.”
“It won’t be long, your fingers’ll be flying over the keyboard again like always.”
“I’m ignoring Little Donald. I’m sorry,” he said.

“You’re naked and my thigh is between your legs. Trust me, Little Donald is doing just fine on his own.” He lifted the sheet and looked down. “Whoa, Little Timothy is getting his second wind.”
“Do you think it’s bad luck to keep calling them ‘little’?”
“Nah. It just means that we’re secure enough to call them little, because they’re so impressively large.” 
“I like that.” Timmy laughed.

“How about turning over? I’d like to spend a little time on your beautiful ass.”
Tim turned over and got comfortable, and Don did his best to avoid focusing on the fading pink marks with their yellowing bruising beneath them. He kissed his way down Timmy’s spine, lingering over his cheeks with licks and kisses, caressing him but avoiding putting any pressure on the tender spots. He found the little tube of gel among the rumpled sheets and putting some on his finger, gently eased it inside Timmy, carefully stretching him, moving up and kissing his neck, whispering love words in his ear.
He relished that moment of sliding in to the hilt, being surrounded by Timothy’s warmth, pulled in and held tight in his most intimate place. They moved together in a languid, easy rhythm, working toward a climax that was sweetly intense when it came. He didn’t want to lose the connection with Timmy, but he didn’t want to lay his full weight on his back, either. The last thing he wanted was to remind him of pain when he was so blissfully relaxed with pleasure, a tiny smile crinkling his cheek. Reluctantly, he eased out of him, lying beside him, getting close so they could share some kisses in the drowsy afterglow. Don tugged the covers up to keep them warm.

“I love you, Donald Strachey,” Timmy said with one of his sweet little smiles. 

“And I love you, Timothy Callahan.” 

Nose to nose, faint smiles still on their faces, they dozed off together.

********

“How’s Tim doing?” Kenny asked as Don tossed his coat and briefcase on the couch in his office. It was getting colder outside. It would be winter soon. Which would be fine with Timothy and hell for him until about late April. He could run around in a pair of shorts when it was 100 degrees outside and be fine, but Timothy would be laid out in the air conditioning, similarly attired, lamenting that he couldn’t get the house cooler than 80 degrees. Well, if cold weather made his baby happy, then it couldn’t be all bad. “Don?”
“Sorry, I was just thinking. He’s okay. You know, that shit rattles you. It takes time.”
“You’ve got some phone messages there.”
“Thanks, I see ‘em.” It was on the tip of his tongue to remind Kenny that he wasn’t visually impaired; he just chose to ignore a lot of phone calls he didn’t want to return. He suspected Kenny knew that, and simply took his life in his hands pointing out the messages. “Hey, this Krista Norris woman . . . is she any relation to—“
“His sister. She wants to meet with you.”
“Fuck her. Fuck him. They can all rot in hell.” He crumpled up the message and tossed it.

“She didn’t sound like a psycho.”
“If she wants to plead her brother’s case, she can go see the DA.”
“She said she figured you wouldn’t want to see anyone from their family, but she was really urgent about it.”
“I think I was pretty clear on my plans regarding Ms. Norris and her phone call.”
“I’m just saying. . . .” Kenny shrugged. “Hey, are you guys selling your house?”
“I don’t know.” Don read the message from Aaron Goldstein, the real estate agent he’d asked to look around in their price range. If the house freaked Timmy out, maybe another house would help him get his peace of mind back, like a fresh start. 

“He sounds hot.”
“Everyone with a pulse sounds hot, according to you,” Don grumbled, sitting down behind his desk.

“Did you have your coffee this morning?”
“Yes, I had my coffee,” Don retorted, annoyed, even though he knew he was being an ass. He’d not only had coffee, he’d had Timmy in bed when they woke up, and Timmy had him in the shower. He shifted around in his desk chair, grinning. Now that thought cheered him up. “You could make a pot of coffee if you want my mood to improve,” he hollered to Kenny. 

“I thought since you promoted me to associate investigator, I didn’t have to make coffee anymore.”
“You’re still under me on the organization chart.”
“I’ll make you coffee if you get that hot realtor to stop by the office. He’s single, and gay.”
“What the hell. . . ? How do you know that?”
“I’m good at finding out things like that.”
“While you took a phone message, you found out his orientation and his marital status?”
“See how wasted my talents are making coffee?” he replied, working on the task as he spoke.

“I’ll ask Aaron to stop by and pick me up to look at what he’s got for me.”
“Can you wait until tomorrow? I could be better dressed—“
“Do you want to meet him or not?”
“Oh, yeah, I do. I’m sure my raw sexuality can overcome a bad wardrobe day.”
“Yeah, that should seal the deal,” Don replied, rolling his eyes.

********
Aaron Goldstein was a good-looking man with thick dark hair, deep blue eyes, and a nice build. He was about Don's age and, if he didn't already have the best-looking, sweetest, most wonderful husband any man could hope for waiting for him at home, Don would have given him a second look. And a third. He hadn't picked up on any gay vibe from Aaron, but he should have known that Kenny would sniff that out in one phone call.

"Your assistant is certainly friendly," Aaron said as he drove his BMW toward the first address on his list with Don in the passenger seat.

"I hope he didn't come on too strong," Don said, chuckling. 

"We're going out this Saturday," he replied. "I hope you don't mind."

"Why should I mind if you don't?"

"The whole mixing business with pleasure thing. I assure you, I'll keep your confidences."

"I wasn't worried about it."

"I expected to meet your partner today."

"Timothy doesn't know about this yet. I'm not even sure it's a good idea. We had a break-in at our place, and it's kind of soured us on things there. The break-in didn't have anything to do with the neighborhood–it was tied into one of my old cases–so we might get over that, and not want to move at all. I just wanted to get a notion of what's out there."

"That's always a good idea, even if it just makes you appreciate more what you've got."

"Not much of a sales pitch," Don said.

"I'm not into sales pitches. I'm into matching people up with the right properties to suit their needs. If that property turns out to be the one you're already living in, well, those are the breaks. It's all meeting people, networking, part of the job.” 
He stopped in front of a sprawling, modern, split level house. Don couldn't picture Timothy liking it, but it was nice, so he got out of the car and followed Aaron inside to look around. 

"You could move right in unless you wanted to change the decor. They redid everything a couple years ago, and it's still like new."

Don took in all the clean lines and light, neutral colors. There were a lot of windows and cathedral ceilings in the living room that faced the backyard, which was fenced and landscaped professionally. The fall colors surrounding the house were spectacular. Don liked it, but it lacked warmth. And if there was one thing Timmy was, it was warm. And sweet, and welcoming. Any house he lived in should feel the same way. 

"You're awfully quiet, Don," Aaron said, leading the way back downstairs after showing him the master suite.

"It's nice. It just doesn't feel like Timothy at all. Plus, there's nothing to do here. I'd like him to be able to make his own mark on it."

"I think I might have the perfect place. Why don't we skip right to that one? The next one on the list is a Colonial, but it's in pristine condition, too. The third one definitely could use your partner's decorating and renovation skills."

"Just how much renovation? Our first house was a fixer upper, and honestly, I don't wanna live in a war zone for two or three years again, with leaky roofs and replacing fireplaces and . . . ugh . . . just not again."

"It's a beautiful historic home. All it really needs is the cosmetic stuff, and some exterior work."

"No curb appeal, huh? I learned that one from Timothy."

"Let's just say it has inner beauty."

"Okay," Don agreed, chuckling.

When Aaron pulled up in front of the house, Don gave him a look.

"This is a joke, right? A little something to lighten up the house hunt?"

"Just keep an open mind."

"Timothy wouldn't get out of the car in front of this house, let alone go in it."

"The porch is sagging, but it's still safe. Although you'd probably want to replace it."

"Aaron, this house is a joke. All it needs is the run down motel behind it and Norman Bates' mother in the upstairs window." 
"I'm telling you, the inside is worth overlooking the outside. Kind of like an ugly guy who's really smart and has a great personality."

"You just made a date with Kenny after knowing him a full 90 seconds. Don't try to tell me you'd take out the ugly guy instead because of his great personality."

"Okay, point taken," Aaron admitted, laughing. "Just walk in the front door. If you hate it, I'll buy you lunch, and I'll go back to the drawing board, okay?"

"I want a pizza with everything at Marcello's," Don said.

"Everything? You eat anchovies?"

"Almost everything, then."

As they walked up the front sidewalk toward the porch, the giant house seemed to stare down at them, and none too happily. Its front cupola, in the center of the house, crouched there amidst the other third floor windows, giving the house its "tower," with smaller round windows in the roof of it. They went up wooden steps that didn't feel reassuringly stable under their feet. 

"This porch is rotting, Aaron. It's rotting a little bit each moment we stand here," Don said. "And the house isn't even a full two miles from our house. It would be like moving around the corner."

"You said you liked the area where your house was located; that the break-in wasn't related to the neighborhood. So why worry about moving far away?"
"Just unlock the door so I can see what's going to overcome all . . . this," he said, gesturing around them, "and make me want this dump."

"Doubting Thomas," Aaron joked, unlocking the door and opening it, stepping back, gesturing for Don to enter.

"You first," he said.

"Oh, all right," he stepped in the door and turned on a light. Don followed him. 

"Wow," Don muttered, taking in the tall staircase that curved a bit near the top, the tall original windows, the stained glass windows on either side of the front door, which was solid polished wood. The living room, or parlor, was a large, square room right off the foyer with a fireplace, and the woodwork appeared to be stunning under its layer of dust. The carpeting, where there was any, was threadbare in places, and the curtains definitely needed replacing. There was some wallpaper peeling off the wall in the hallway that ran alongside the staircase.

"Was that a good 'wow'?"

"The woodwork is something else."

"Solid cherry. There's also another stained glass window on the stairs."

"Yeah, I see it now. Man, that's nice.” He paused. "How's the foundation and the roof?" 

"The foundation is sound. The owners had it inspected less than a year ago. The house belonged to an elderly woman who ended up in a nursing home, and then it was vacant for a few years until the current owners moved in. They were going to redo it, but they moved out of state."


"They were here less than a year?"

"From what I understand, one of them got a job out of state, so they had to move. They really weren't here long enough to do a whole lot with it. It's in the condition it was when the elderly owner lived here, except for being cleaned up, obviously, after being empty a while."

"You answered me about the foundation, but not the roof."

"According to the agent who listed it, the roof doesn't leak, but the shingles definitely need replacing."

"Let's take a walk through, see what it looks like," Don said, his interest piqued by the old house, imagining what it could look like once Timothy was turned loose in it with his impeccable taste and iron fist/velvet glove technique with contractors and decorators. 

The rest of the first floor offered a large kitchen with what looked like original cabinets with glass in the doors, a formal dining room, a mud room and large pantry inside the back door, a bathroom, and an extra room at the back of the house that could either be a guest room or a den . . . or a workout room, Don thought, taking in what could be a nice view of the backyard, once the backyard was something nice to view. As it was now, the lawn was choked by weeds and the shrubs were badly overgrown.

"This is different," he said, tracing with his fingers crude stick figures drawn on the sickly green paint in the downstairs bedroom. There was a larger figure and other figures of varying smaller sizes, drawn in red marker. What struck him odd was the position of the figures. They were all drawn at a weird angle, as if they were lying down. "Did the most recent owners have kids?"

"I don't believe so. Maybe the old woman had grandchildren."

"Yeah, maybe. I hope they aren't art majors," he said, and both men laughed. His face sobered when he saw a walker and an old portable toilet sitting up against one wall. "I assume the lucky new owners get whatever's left in the house?"

"Apparently," Aaron said. "The elderly woman did go right into a nursing home, so it's possible that stuff is left over from her."

"Guess they really didn't get around to doing much in here, if they didn't get rid of the old porta-pot," he commented. He wasn't sure why the relics of the elderly woman's presence there unsettled him, but suddenly he didn't yearn for that room as a weight room anymore. 

"Let's check out the second floor. There's a really nice master suite up there. Like everything else, it needs some work, but it's got enormous potential."

The upstairs was home to four bedrooms and a bathroom, in addition the master suite, which had its own bathroom with a large claw foot tub that had been fitted with a shower. There was room for a real shower in there, and he could envision now the plumbing and renovation work Timothy would have underway before they ever moved in a single box. He would want a real shower stall, one big enough for them to frolic around in together. It would be a change Don had no plans to impede. Through a set of French doors was a small sitting room, or dressing room, depending on how it was used, and an enormous walk-in closet.

Rich woodwork, period light fixtures, and high ceilings made the upstairs just as full of "enormous potential" as the downstairs. The decorating was equally worn out and pathetic, but Aaron had assessed it accurately when he said it was all cosmetic. The little nooks, crannies, shelves and closets were typical of a home of that vintage, and the creak to the original wood floors was just as it should be in a house that age.
"The third floor has been used mostly for storage in recent years, but there are servants' quarters up there, and a very cool room that's inside the cupola," Aaron said, leading the way to a narrow staircase that led to the third floor hallway. There was another bathroom with fixtures that had seen better days, and three nondescript rooms that were suffering from worse neglect than those on the first two floors. Boxes and trunks congested most of the rooms. "I'm sorry. I thought it had been cleaned out up here."

"If they'd leave a portable john in the downstairs bedroom, I'm not too surprised they left this stuff."

"Think of it as an adventure–like one of those storage auction shows."

"That approach would work a hell of a lot better with Timothy than it does with me. This is just all shit I have to haul down two flights to the curb." He wandered around through one of the bedrooms, checking the view down to the ground below through one of the grimy windows. He looked at the chaotic jumble of things around him. "Some of this looks really old."

"Again, it might be from the owner before them. I don't know how much she left behind in the house when she sold it."

"Maybe we'll find some priceless antique knick-knack up here," he said. Truth be told, his detective's brain was already hopping a bit, thinking about digging through so much potential hidden treasure. Even though, deep inside, he had a sinking feeling it was all crap no one wanted to bother to move. Multiple generations of crap that was just too much for an ill old woman to worry about. Or, maybe it was her chance to be free of it. 

"Stranger things have happened. The agent who listed this said we needed to check out the room in the cupola, that it was something special." He opened a door at the end of the hall, and they walked in. The room itself was just a square room, but the ceiling was almost twice as high as the others at its tallest point. There were round windows on all four sides, almost to the height of where a fourth floor would be, above the single front window in the room. The domed ceiling was painted with a religious scene, some saintly figure ascending into Heaven, Don figured. No doubt, Timothy would know who it was and what they were doing, and why they were ascending.

"Wow. Timmy could have his own little Sistine Chapel right here," Don said, craning his neck. "Looks a little faded."

"It could probably be restored. It's not bad, even now."

"No, it's cool. Tim's Catholic. He'll probably know what that's all about," Don said, gesturing at it. "It's beautiful, whatever it is."

"See, I told you this place was worth the look." No sooner had Aaron said than the door slammed shut. He stared at it a moment, looking uneasy. For a realtor, he wasn't nearly as smooth handling it as Don expected.

"One more thing to get fixed," Don said, not one to be easily rattled by a draft in an old house. He walked over to the door and turned the knob. Or tried. "Son of a bitch," he muttered, rattling it.

"It's locked?" Aaron asked, a cross between surprise and panic sweeping over his features.

"You have keys, don't you?"

"Just for the front door. I didn't know that door was locked." He walked over and reached for it. It was on the tip of Don's tongue to ask him what he thought he was going to accomplish, when Don couldn't open it. Aaron turned the knob and opened the door.

"Huh." Don frowned, going to it, twisting the knob back and forth that now moved easily in his hand.
"It's an old place . . . looks like it's an original door knob. Probably just stuck."

"Yeah, probably." He followed Aaron downstairs, trying to convince himself the door wasn't locked. He had been unable to move the knob at all the first time he tried it.

"The basement is this way," Aaron said, leading them down the main staircase and around the side of it to the door. 

The basement was nothing exceptional, though it was surprisingly bearable as old basements went. The brick walls had been painted white, the cement floor painted gray, and a reasonably modern furnace came to life as they were down there. There were hookups for a washer and dryer, and clotheslines strung nearby. Against another wall were shelves.

"Well, as you can hear, the furnace works."

"Yeah, and it's not too old, either, and it has central air already. It's a big plus if we don't have to upgrade the furnace, too."


"You think your partner might like it?"

"I think he should come through it, see if it strikes him. I don't know for sure that we're even ready to move. I do know he could make this place into a showplace."

"If you look around the area, there are a lot of historic homes here, and this is one of the few that's in need of this much work . . . which, I don't need to tell you, gives you a high profit potential if you renovated it and sold it."

"That's a thought. Flip it and make some money. We could live here while we're doing that."

Aaron checked his watch. "I don't have another appointment until four, so I still have time for that pizza, even though I technically didn't lose the bet. You can give me some pointers on your associate investigator."

"Brace yourself," Don quipped as they headed for the car. 

********
"I wish you'd tell me where we're going." Tim leaned back in the seat, trying not to be restless. He'd blocked off a two-hour lunch at Don's request and, since they'd scarfed down a couple of burgers from a drive-thru, it obviously wasn't gourmet cuisine Don had in mind. They hadn't parked in a desolate location for some kind of kinky car sex, although given the size of Don's car and the length of Tim's legs, he wasn't sure just what kind of sex they could have in there without twisting himself in half. He had gone down on Don in the car before, and vice versa, but even that didn't seem to be on today's lunch menu. 

"We're almost there."

"Are we going home for a little afternoon delight?" he asked.

"No, but now that you mention it, that sounds a hell of a lot better than what I have planned."

"We're only a couple miles from the house."

"Just have patience," Don replied, turning down another street, pulling up in front of a dilapidated Victorian-era house. It was big, in the Italianate Second Empire style, and was probably reasonably grand in its day. Unfortunately, unlike its neighbors, no one had seen fit to restore it to that state of grandness, and only one thing came to Tim's mind as he looked at its paint-thirsty exterior, sagging porch, and ragged window treatments.

"They're doing another remake of Psycho and filming it here in Albany."

"You're a real comedian, you know that?" he retorted.

"Oh, come on, Don, look at it."

"I know, I know . . . I kind of expected to see an old lady in the upstairs window myself the first time I saw it."

"What is this about? Why are we here?"

"I have the key."

"Sweet Jesus and all the saints, please tell me you didn't buy this thing without talking to me first?"

"I'm talking to you first. I got the realtor to give me the keys so I could show it to you myself."

"And why, exactly, do you need to show me this?"

"Just come inside with me and look around. I thought it was awful, too, until I saw the inside."

"Donald, why are you house-hunting? And by yourself? I don't remember the conversation we had where we even agreed we were looking!" Tim was getting angry now. He could feel his blood simmering and his cheeseburger curdling.
"You're so unhappy in our house . . . I thought maybe a fresh start—"

"Some lunatic attacked me a week ago, and because I'm not over it, you think we should move? Good God, Donald, we just had this conversation and you acted like you were fine with giving me the time I need to recover."

"I am fine with that. That's not what this is about. Well, it's kind of about that, but I hate seeing you unhappy, and I thought maybe if we just got out of there, and you didn't have to look at the room where it happened all the time you might feel better. I love you, Timothy. I don't like seeing you miserable. I can fix this. They're just houses. We can sell ours and move into another one. If that makes it easier on you, then I'm all for it."

"I think we should talk something like this over between us before you're out house hunting, that's all." Tim felt his blood cooling a bit, and the burger was slowing down its churning process. Don's expression held that affection for him it always did, even when Tim was raking him over the coals for something. It was why Tim had such a hard time staying mad at him, or really laying into him for most things, even when he was angry. 

"You're right. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have looked at houses at all without talking to you. But would you have agreed to look at any if I did? I didn't want you to feel pressured."

"Bringing me here and showing me this . . . this . . . behemoth isn't pressuring me?"

"No, it's not. It's a cool house with a lot of potential that you could turn into a showplace blindfolded with one hand tied behind your back. Look at it. It's half again the size of most of the other houses on the block. When it's all finished, it'll be one of the most spectacular historic homes in Albany."

"Nice. Did the realtor tell you that or did you think it up all on your own?"

"A little of both. The part of you turning it into a showplace was all my idea. Timothy, come on, just look at it. You love old houses and Victorian architecture. Aren't you just a little curious about what it looks like inside?"

"Well, yes, I suppose I am," Tim admitted, looking at it again out the passenger window. "It's enormous."

Let's just walk through it. If you hate it, and hate the idea, I'll take the keys back and we'll let it go. We don't have to look at any other houses. Okay?"

"Fair enough. All right," Tim finally relented, getting out of the car as Don got out and hurried around to join him on the sidewalk. 

"Wait 'til you see what's inside that coppola." 
"Cupola, honey," Tim corrected, chuckling, linking his arm through Don's. "Coppola is the film producer."

"Whatever," Don agreed, smiling. 

"Are these steps going to hold?"

"They did yesterday."

"That's reassuring."

"Aaron is about your size, and he didn't go through them."

"So how did you meet this Aaron guy, anyhow?" Tim asked. Don hadn't mentioned him before, but since he was being compared to him, he wanted the story.


"I did some background checks on new agents for his father, who owns Goldstein & Egloff Real Estate. They were doing a big expansion and taking on about ten agents. I actually called to talk to the old man, but he was in the middle of some big property development deal, and asked if I'd mind working with Aaron instead."

"He reminds you of me?" Tim probed, and Don arched an eyebrow, grinning. Tim knew his mild jealousy was showing, but that didn't appear to bother Don. 

"He reminds me that of all the tall, good-looking dark-haired men out there, I have the hottest one at home."

"And you say I'm the spin doctor in the family."

"Don't need to spin it when it's true, beautiful." Don pulled him close and planted a big kiss on his mouth, right there on the porch. "Does that answer your question?"

"Yes, very nicely."

"Besides, I'm obviously not his type anyway. He made a date with Kenny while he was waiting for me in my office."

"Kenny is like a Venus Flytrap. You should never bring any other gay men into your office. Hell, I'd worry about the straight ones if he had anything to say about it."'

"Straight guys who are curious are really hot," Don said. Then he laughed at Tim's bugged eyes. "Direct quote from Kenny. If you ask me, that'd be way too much fucking trouble."

"Straight guys? What, there aren't enough gay men in upstate New York to keep him busy?" 
"At the rate he goes through them, probably not," Don replied, laughing, unlocking the door. He stepped inside and turned on the chandelier in the foyer, and stood aside for Tim to enter. 

"That staircase," Tim said, his voice a little faint with surprise. With its rich wood and curving banister, it was nothing short of spectacular. He found himself immediately seeing the house as if in a dream, pristinely clean, rich carpet on the stairs, and tasteful, perfect wallpaper on the walls. He grabbed Don's arm. "Can you picture this foyer at Christmas? Garland on the staircase, about a ten-foot tree right there," he said, pointing at the perfect spot. "These ceilings. My God, they're gorgeous," he gushed. The ceilings had crown moldings and corner pieces, and the living room ceiling had an ornate pattern to it. He strained his eyes to inspect it, lifting his glasses and then dropping them back in place, trying to get a clearer look. "That's not cheap tin, either. That's in the plaster."

"I take it tin would be a bad thing?"

"No, tin is fine, and historically correct, but it was a more affordable alternative to ceilings like these. Don, why are we here? There's no way we could possibly afford this house."

"Here's the sheet on it that Aaron gave me." He handed Tim the information sheet on the house with all its room sizes, amenities, and the price.
"The only way this house is this cheap is if Mother Bates is still in the fruit cellar." He smiled when Don laughed out loud at that. 

"That cupola in front that looks like somebody with his hat pulled down too low reminded me of the Bates place, too."

"Thank you for planting that image for me," Tim said, shaking his head. "Now every time I see a stunning Italianate Second Empire cupola like that one, I'll think of someone wearing an ill-fitting hat."

"It needs work, but think what this could look like after you got loose in it for a couple months. Hell, a couple weeks, probably."

"The foundation is rotting and the roof leaks, right?"

"The foundation is fine, and the roof needs new shingles, but doesn't leak. We'd get our own inspection done, but that's the story Aaron tells and I can't find any evidence to dispute that. The floors, walls and windows—"

"Are all in good shape. They just need redecorating." Tim led the way down the hall past the stairs, toward the kitchen, as if he owned the place. "These cabinets are probably original." Tim touched the white paint that covered them. "Whoever painted over the original wood should be flogged. We can fix that, though. They can be restored."

"We can fix that?" Don repeated, arching his eyebrows. 

"If we bought it, I mean." Tim left the kitchen and went into the back bedroom. "That's grim, isn't it?" he said, noticing the walker and portable toilet sitting there. "The owner was obviously elderly."

"You might excuse her from the flogging then?" Don quipped.

"Very funny."

"She was the owner before the owners who are selling it now. I guess one of them got transferred, and they want to unload it."

"Decorating was obviously not a priority."

"Obviously," Don echoed, smiling. "Oh, you noticed the art, too," he said, as Tim frowned at the odd stick figure drawing on the wall.

They heard footsteps on the stairs in the front of the house.

"They must be showing the house," Tim said, finding himself unhappy at that thought.

"It's not Aaron's listing, so I suppose they might have another set of keys. I hope I don't get him in trouble," Don said, leading the way toward the front of the house. The front door was still closed and the staircase was empty. There were no sounds of footsteps upstairs, or talking. "Hello?" Don called up the stairs. "Anyone here?"

"Hopefully not a squatter."

"I'll go take a look around up there. Just wait here a minute." Don pulled out his gun.

"Is that necessary?"

"Don't know, but I'd prefer to have it drawn before I find out." He hurried stealthily up the steps, though a few floorboards creaked enough to announce his arrival to anyone who might be upstairs. Tim fidgeted, nervous, shifting from one foot to the other. Finally, unable to stand it, he started upstairs. Just then, Don appeared at the head of the stairs. "Nobody home," he said.

"But we heard someone on the stairs."

Just then, a gust of wind blew, whistling through a window that probably didn't fit as tightly as it should, and an old tree branch clawed at the glass. 

"Must've been that," Don said. 

"It didn't sound like that."

"We were in the back of the house, honey. It could have been anything. The wind's picking up. We're supposed to get a storm tonight."

"I suppose," Tim said, shrugging, perplexed a bit because the tree tapping the window didn't really sound like what they'd heard. Still, if the house was empty, there was no other explanation. He followed Don upstairs, and was quickly enchanted by the stained glass window on the staircase, the master suite, the size of the rooms, the big walk-in closets, and what could be a beautiful view of the yard with a bit of landscaping. The mature trees were already ablaze with autumn colors. "There's another full floor on top of this one?"

"Aaron said it was servants' quarters originally. Three more bedrooms, a bathroom, and the cupola," he added, still emphasizing the word. Tim just gave him a look. 

"Well, they certainly made good use of the storage potential," Tim commented as they navigated through the rooms cluttered with boxes. "This all stays?"

"Most of it belonged to the old lady, and the new owners didn't get around to cleaning it out. So I guess it's part of the deal. Aaron told me to think of it as an adventure, like one of those storage auction shows."

"And you fell for that, since you're so hopelessly nosy that I can't peel you away from the TV set when they start digging through those storage units."

"Unlike you, who pretends not to watch and just hollers what you think everything's worth from the kitchen. Besides, being nosy is what makes me good at what I do. Curiosity is the key."

"Yes, well, you know how well that served the cat, which is why I worry about you."

"Satisfaction brought him back, remember? Hey, come on, this is what I really wanted you to see up here." Don led the way to the cupola room, and opened the door. "Go in."

"Is something going to pop out at me?"

"God, I hope not. No, I just want you to walk in and see it."

"Okay." Tim walked into the room, took in the view from the third floor. "Nice."

"Look up," Don said, pointing to the ceiling.

"Oh my God, it's beautiful," Tim said, studying the painted ceiling. "It's the Assumption of Mary. If I recall correctly, this is a reproduction of a Rubens painting. Donald, this is absolutely stunning."

"I thought you'd like it. And, I figured you'd know exactly what it was all about."

"Can you picture this room, with some cherry wood bookshelves to match the woodwork, and a couple of nice leather chairs, maybe wing backs, as a reading and meditation room?" Tim looked back at the ceiling again.

"It's kind of faded."

"Well, we'd have to talk to an expert about preservation, to keep it from fading further, and whether or not we should try to restore it to richer color, or simply accept the softer colors as they are. It's actually beautiful just the way it is."

"What do you think?"

"It's a big step, Donald. The utilities alone on a place like this would be outrageous."

"Not if we closed off part of the house during the peak heating and cooling months. There's only two of us. We can't possibly need every room all year long."

"No, that's true. A little work to seal up the windows so you can't throw a cat through the cracks would probably help, too."

"There's no question the place needs work, but if we could finish up the main living areas we need so we're not living in a fucking war zone like we were last time, we could do the rest of it piecemeal. Some people spend years restoring a place like this."

"We'd have to be willing to invest that, no question. This isn't a two-week cleaning and painting job."


"That might get us moved in, though. Do all the master suite work up front, then do the kitchen and the living room, and the rest can follow."

"You know, Don, I'm not going to be a basket case forever. I may just get over the heebie jeebies about our bedroom, and then we'll be in this house. . . ."

"You might get over yours, but I don't know if I'll get over mine."

"What do you mean?"

Don was quiet a moment. "I've gone into that room, and I've gotten our clothes out of there, or gotten stuff we wanted out of the bathroom. I'm not afraid of it . . . it's just a room, and Norris isn't in it. But when I look at our bed in there . . . honestly, Timmy, I don't know if I can ever look at that bed in that room and not see you . . . tied up and suffering and that son of a bitch on you. I don't if I could ever get it up to make love to you where that happened. The bizarre thing is, I have a feeling you're more likely to get over that than I am."

"I wouldn't lay money on that bet." Tim sighed. "Fine pair we are."

"So let's get ourselves out of it, and move?"

"Just like that? We have to sell it. We can't just buy this house while we still own that one."

"We could with a bridge loan."

"And we could lose our asses if we don't sell in time." Tim looked around. The thought of escaping their present house, of restoring this one to its original charm and opulence, was an alluring notion. "What if we made an offer, subject to the sale of our house?"

"At this price, if we wait around, we'll probably lose this one."

"Then we write the purchase agreement with the clause that we have first option to buy, if we can get financed, if they get another offer."

"When did you get so smart about real estate?"

"I dated a realtor for a few months. It was long before I met you. But he talked shop a lot."

"Really? And this is the first I'm hearing about this guy?"

"He wasn't anybody special." Tim smiled. "Once I met you, none of the others were anybody special."

"Good answer," Don replied, kissing him. "So what do you say about the house?"

"It's kind of exciting, isn't it?"

"The bug's bitten you, Timothy. It got you when you walked in the front door, and that painting on the ceiling just drove the final nail into the coffin. So why don't we just spend tonight talking over finances and then make an offer."

"If we could knock a few more thousand off the asking price, it would help, even though they're already low."

"They probably don't want to hang onto it all winter, and despite the realtorspeak that people will knock down the doors to buy it at this price, it could sit here a long time in this condition."

"True." Tim paused. "What about the basement?" he asked.

"It's pretty unremarkable. Not bad at all. We can take a run down there if you want to see it."

"If we're thinking about buying this place, I definitely want to see it."

They made the trek down to the basement, and Tim was pleasantly surprised by its good condition. 

"Long run for the laundry. You know, that back bedroom would make a good laundry room. It's at the back of the house, and I think it's right over this plumbing if I'm not mistaken."

"Yeah, pretty close. We could do that. It's not like we're short on rooms for guest rooms or home offices or anything else we might want." Tim looked at his watch. "I should get back." He sighed and looked at Don, then smiled a little. "This might be fun."


********

Joseph Norris was arraigned the next day. Arriving in the courtroom in a wheelchair, Norris was apparently still recuperating from his gunshot wounds. 

Don sat shoulder to shoulder with Timmy in the front row behind the ADA who was assigned the case, an attractive brunette in a sharp dark business suit. Bailey and another detective sat to Don’s right. The other man was officially assigned the assault case, since Norris hadn’t actually killed Tim, which meant it wasn’t a homicide case, and therefore not in Bailey’s domain. The Melissa Norris murder was Bailey’s case, though it had grown cold.

“You okay, honey?” Don whispered to Timmy, who smiled at him.

“I’m okay.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “He’s just man, not a boogeyman. That’s what I needed to see.” 
“A sick, twisted man who needs to rot in prison for the rest of his life,” Don commented.

“Since I’m still alive, that’s not likely.”
“Well, he damn well better go away for a nice long stint, or I’ll be waiting for him at the exit when he gets out of the joint.”

“He looks so…different than I remember,” Timmy said, sparing another glance at Norris.

“They have him on a suicide watch so he refused to eat for a while.”

“He must have loved her a great deal,” Timmy replied, and the note of kindness in Timmy’s voice was hard for Don to swallow, even if he did consider Timmy close to a saint for being able to think that way. 

“Sorry, I left my tiny violin at the office,” he said, and was glad that actually made Timmy smile and squeeze his hand.

“I brought a copy of the Melissa Norris file. It’s in my car,” Bailey whispered to Don. “What are you up to?”
“I just want to look through it, see if there are any old leads I can follow up on. One thing Timothy said to me after he was attacked got under my skin. Whoever killed her probably did it before, or has done it since. Doesn’t seem like a one-time kinda thing. If that’s true, then he’s still out there, doing it to other women.”
“Don’t you think I’ve thought of that? I’ve been over this case backwards and forwards.”
“It’s not that I don’t think you did a good job on it. I just think fresh eyes can find new things sometimes.”
“I suppose.” He paused. “How’s he doing?” he asked, making a little inclination of his head toward Timmy, who was watching Norris and his lawyer.

“He’s strong. It was a tough experience, but he’ll make it.”
They fell silent as the judge walked in and everyone rose. He was a tall, imposing figure in his late 50’s with graying black hair and glasses.

“Judge Reinboldt is a tough cookie,” Bailey whispered to Don, then smiled. “Defense lawyers hate him.” 
Everyone was seated again as the proceedings were called to order. Norris’s attorney, who looked a bit too young and eager to inspire Don’s confidence, explained they would be presenting an affirmative defense. They didn’t dispute that Norris attacked Timothy, but claimed that extreme emotional duress over his wife’s murder, subsequent alcohol abuse, and incarceration in the two years since her death, and increasing paranoid delusions assigning responsibility for her death to authorities and the private investigator he hired himself who failed to find his wife in time, all contributed to the criminal act that Norris, who had no prior criminal record, would have never committed otherwise. 

“Fucking bullshit,” Don muttered, taking one of Tim’s hands in both of his. 

“Shh,” Tim said softly, squeezing his hand. The judge cast a jaundiced eye in Don’s direction, but apparently decided to let it go since exactly what he said wasn’t audible where the judge sat. 

The prosecutor argued for remand, that Norris be kept in custody since he admitted to committing a felonious assault on the victim, and threatened him with plans to carry out a detailed regimen of torture, leading ultimately to murder. The defense lawyer was ready with his spiel, which sounded carefully prepared.

“Your honor, my client has no previous criminal record, and he admits only to having assaulted Mr. Callahan, not to any plans to commit an actual murder—those charges will be up to a jury to decide.”
“That fucking asshole,” Don muttered under his breath, squeezing Timmy’s hand. 

“Shh. I don’t want to spend tonight alone because you’re in jail.”
“Furthermore,” the attorney continued, “the gunshot wounds my client suffered at the hands of Mr. Callahan’s partner have caused nerve damage to his spine, leaving him with a permanent disability. The victim is in better shape than the accused, and I would suggest that my client is in greater danger from the man who shot him than Mr. Callahan would be from him being free on bail.”
Before Don could react to that statement, the judge did it for him.

“Be careful, counselor, unless you want me to rule in the State’s favor for remand, for your client’s own protection.” 
“Mr. Norris is already enrolled in an alcohol treatment program, and is receiving psychiatric evaluation and counseling. It was a combination of substance abuse and emotional duress that led him to commit the assault, and both of those issues are being addressed with professional help.”
The judge sighed. “While the charges against Mr. Norris are certainly serious, his guilt in regard to the intent to commit murder is something for a jury to decide. Given his physical limitations and his alcohol treatment and ongoing therapy, plus his lack of any prior criminal record, I do believe remand would be extreme. Therefore, I’m setting bail at $250,000 and including an order of protection for Mr. Callahan. Your client is to stay a minimum of 300 yards away from him at all times. If he violates this order, he’ll be remanded to the county jail until trial. Is that clear?”
“Yes, your honor,” Norris replied from his wheelchair.

“That psychopath tortured my partner and had a knife over him when I caught him in the act, and you’re letting him go?” Don shouted, standing. “What do you think he was going to do with that knife? Give him a free haircut?” The judge banged his gavel loudly, then pointed it at Don with nothing short of fire in his dark eyes.

“Mr. Strachey, I’m going to give you the benefit of a warning this time. One more outburst, stage whisper, rolling of the eyes, or any other questionable behavior with the potential to color or disrupt the proceedings, and you’ll be barred from my courtroom for the trial,” he stated. “And that’s if you catch me on a good day and I don’t put you in jail instead. Is that understood?”
Before he could open his mouth, Tim stood next to him.

“The answer is ‘yes, your honor,’” Tim whispered in his ear. “Don’t do this.”
“Yes, your honor,” Don repeated, directing it to the judge.

“Fine. Court is adjourned.”
********
"Fucking bullshit!" Don ranted as they walked down the courthouse steps toward the parking lot. "Fucking bullshit!"

"I heard you the first time," Tim replied calmly. Seeing Norris had frazzled his nerves, and Don was getting on what remained of them. 

"What the hell do you have to do in this town to get locked up?" he demanded, gesturing angrily.

"Piss off the judge, apparently," Tim said. "Look, I'm not happy he's out on bail, either, but honestly? It doesn't look like he's a big threat in the shape he's in now."

"Oh, fuck that. Anybody with a pinched nerve in his back can squawk about pain and weakness and get wheeled into court and prey on the sympathy and gullibility of the judge, the jury, you name it. And I'm the one he's threatening with jail? Fuck him. Fuck the court. I should have put one more bullet through the son of a bitch's head when I had him down for the count, and then we wouldn't have to put up with this bullshit."

"All right! Enough! I'm sorry you don't like the judge's ruling, I'm sorry you didn't kill Norris, I'm sorry the justice system has the capacity to be utterly . . .  fucked up and ridiculous, I'm sorry I was attacked, I'm sorry I couldn't fight him off, I'm sorry about everything in the goddamned world that makes you unhappy! God damn it, Donald, what do you want me to do about it?"




Don had stopped dead in his tracks, and stared at Tim, his mouth hanging open a bit. Tim was out of breath, his heart was pounding, his face felt flushed, and even the brisk October air wasn't helping. 

"I . . . I'm sorry," he said finally and, when Don recovered his senses, he slipped his hand into Tim's and tugged a little, moving them toward the parking lot. 

"It's okay, sweetheart. You're right. I'm bitching about all this and you're the one he attacked. I deserved that."

"No, you don't," Tim relented, feeling a lump in his throat, his eyes filling up. "You're so good to me and you do everything for me, and I jump all over you," he concluded, tears spilling. So, standing by the back end of their car, Don pulled him into a hug.

"I was acting like a raving asshole, honey. It's okay. I understand."

"You're only mad because you love me."

"I want justice for you, and I want you to feel safe." Don squeezed him tighter. "And I do love you more than anything."

"Can you forgive me?"

"There's nothing to forgive," he said gently, stepping back a little, handing Tim his handkerchief. "Let's just accept that we're both crazy, and leave it at that."

"Well, that's worked for us all these years so far," Tim agreed, and they both chuckled a little.

"Timothy, never apologize because you couldn't fight him off. He held a gun on you, and then he shocked you with a stun gun. It's not your fault he got the upper hand. Okay?"

"Okay," Tim agreed, nodding, though he still at times felt inadequate for not being able to save himself. As much as he loved Don for showing up and saving the day, a part of him felt like he should have been able to do it himself.

"Honey, look at me," Don said, waiting until Tim's eyes met his. "Anybody can end up at someone else's mercy if the right circumstances come together. You were in our bedroom getting undressed, relaxed, your guard down . . . what makes you think I would have ended up any better off in the same situation?"

"I don't know that you would have, I guess."

"That's right. Come on; let's go out to dinner while we can still afford it, before we buy that giant money sucker of a house we're both hung up on." 

********
They made an offer on the house, and even Aaron was a bit skeptical about their chances for getting it at that price. They'd sliced another twenty thousand off the top of the already low asking price. Tim had been hesitant about going that low, but Donald was in a gambling mood, and figured the worst they could do was counter with full price.

"Do you think Aaron is surviving his date with Kenny?" Tim asked Don as they sat on the couch together, the eleven o'clock news droning in the background. 

"I guess they were going clubbing." Don snorted. "Always makes me think of baby seals or . . . I don't know . . . bludgeoning someone."

"Some words should not be verbs," Tim agreed, chuckling, taking another bite of his double-fudge ice cream. "Do you think we're getting old? Is that why we're sitting here on the couch eating ice cream while they're out 'clubbing'?”
"No, I think we already found what they're still looking for, so we can save ourselves the trouble."

"I like your explanation better," Tim agreed, nudging Don's stocking foot with his stocking foot, since all four feet were on the coffee table. "Still, we should go out on the town one of these nights, do a little dancing."

"Name the time and place, and I'm there," Don replied. "I like going out to clubs sometimes. It's fun watching the other guys' faces fall when they find out you're taken."

"I've had to stake my claim and drive off a few interested parties where you're concerned, too. Especially when you decide to go out in one of those muscle shirts in the hot weather. God, they almost crawl all over you like ants."

"Thanks, that really made this ice cream appetizing," he joked, laughing. "You defend my honor, and that's kind of fun to watch."

"You like me getting jealous?"

"Well, doesn't hurt the ego any."

"I suppose not." 

Don's cell phone rang. 

"Aaron," he said, checking the ID. 

"Probably wants us to rescue him," Tim said, smiling, going back to his ice cream.

"Aaron, what's up?" Don said. "I can barely hear you. Either Kenny accepted your offer or the house owners accepted ours." He paused, and Tim sat up straight, waiting anxiously, though he had to laugh at Don's interpretation of the call. "They accepted the offer? No counter?" His smiled widened as he looked at Tim, nodding. "That's great news! Yeah, we're excited. We may even go out clubbing tomorrow night to celebrate," he added, and Tim laughed. "Sure, ten is okay for me. Let me ask Tim." He moved the phone away from his mouth. "Signing some papers tomorrow at ten?"

"I can get away."

"Okay, ten it is." Don paused. "What time did you start out?" Another pause. "Is he still dancing?” Pause. "You've got a good three or four hours yet on your evening. Have fun." With that, Don broke the connection. "Kenny's wearing him out."

"He has that effect on me, too." Tim paused a moment. "My God, Don, what have we done?"

"It appears we've taken the first step to buying another house," he said, grinning.

"I have that sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Tell me this wasn't stupid."

"It's probably stupid, irresponsible, impulsive. . . ."

"Thanks, I feel a lot better now."

"We stole that house, Timothy. Assuming all the inspections come back verifying it's structurally sound, we could make a killing reselling it later, after it's fixed up, if we decide it's not for us."

"Fixing that up could take years."

"Eh, it's an adventure."

"You're an adventure junkie, aren't you?"

"Gee, what would ever give you that idea?"

********

They were pleasantly surprised by the results of the inspections done on the house. The foundation was sound, the roof only needed shingles, the heating and cooling system were in good working order and, while the plumbing and some of the electrical were old, they were functional and showed no major flaws. The porch was deemed unsafe, but that was no surprise, and was at the top of the list of renovations.

Aaron listed their house, and worked diligently at finding a buyer. The economy wasn’t exactly on their side when it came to selling but, as Aaron pointed out, people still had to be transferred, people still moved up–and down–in the kind of house they could afford. He was also encouraging about the condition of their house, since it was ready for the next owner to just move in.

Tim told Don to go ahead and do a little evening work, to let him try his wings alone for a while. He didn’t have to spend his time in the master bedroom, and he had a lot of sorting and packing to do. Plus, the house had to be in constant tidy condition so it could be shown at a moment’s notice. He didn’t enjoy being home alone, not the way he had before the attack, when he could use the time to do some work, or curl up with a good book, and fearfulness rarely crossed his mind. Still, Don had to get back to keeping his business afloat, and Tim felt like he had to wean himself a bit from the level of dependency that required Don to babysit him every evening. 

Don still refused to stay out past about eleven, so he told Tim to expect him then, and he’d be bringing some ice cream for a late snack. 

Tim smiled at that thought as he boxed up files in their home office, which was on the second floor. Looking around the attractive room, he wondered if they were insane. More specifically, if he was. They’d invested so much of themselves in this house. It was their dream house, a big move up from their first house. The house itself was more . . . posh, and the neighborhood was upscale and affluent. Sighing, he wished he could talk to his grandmother, whose inheritance had helped nudge them up the financial ladder to the level they were now. They weren’t immune to financial ruin, and they certainly weren’t filthy rich, but they could afford some nicer things now. And they could afford to buy that enormous Victorian and work at restoring it. 

His grandmother would have some wise advice, some very clear insight that would help. He felt like his own brain was scrambled, like his concentration was shot most of the time. He’d made a few mistakes at work that embarrassed him, and he hadn’t been comfortable telling his colleagues the details of his ordeal. He’d simply left it at an “assault that caused some minor injuries” and that was that. He suspected Senator Platt knew him well enough to know he’d been through something pretty bad, and she was patient with some of his recent uncharacteristic distraction. 

He stacked the box he was working on in the hall with the other three. Don said he’d help move any packed boxes to the attic, but since Tim didn’t have anything else pressing to do, he took on that chore himself, moving the four boxes up there, in a place appropriate for storage so as not to offend any prospective buyers who’d be seeing the house in the coming days. When he came down from the attic, he paused at the door of the master bedroom. His hand hovered over the knob, and then he pulled his hand back. What am I expecting to see? Linda Blair spitting pea soup and levitating over the bed? It’s a room. A room that holds some of the most beautiful, joyful memories of my marriage to Don, and our life here. 

And the memory of the fear of being tortured and murdered and left in a bloody mass for Don to find when he came in from work.

He backed away from the door and found himself shaking a little, his eyes filling. The sound of a door opening and closing downstairs made him jump, and he flattened himself against the wall across the hall from the master bedroom. His heart pounded, and his stomach clenched. 

“Timmy? Honey, I’m home!” Don called out cheerfully. Familiar footsteps were on the stairs now, and Tim so wanted to show Don his game face, to show he’d made it through the evening alone successfully. He just couldn’t calm down that fast, or force a happy expression on his face when his insides were still in a knot. “Timothy?” This call held real worry.

“I’m here,” he called back, but it came out shaky.

“Timmy, what’s wrong?” Don asked, hurrying to where Tim stood, still leaning back against the wall.

“I was okay, and then I got thinking about how silly it is to be afraid of a room. I know there’s nothing there. It’s our room. . . .”
“You don’t have to go in there, sweetheart,” Don said, pulling Tim into his arms. “You don’t have to prove anything.”
“I hate being like this,” Tim mumbled against Don’s shoulder, so relieved he was home, to feel Don’s arms around him. 

“How did the rest of the evening go, before now?” Don asked gently, pulling back a little.

“Okay. I didn’t think too much about it; I was packing up our files in the office, and I took the boxes up to the attic and made sure everything was stacked neatly up there, in case Aaron shows someone that area. Then I came down here and . . . I wanted to try going in there, and I just . . . chickened out.”
“Do you want to go in there with me?” 

“I don’t know. I’m sorry . . . I don’t know if I can.”
“Wait right there, honey.” Don moved closer to the master bedroom door and opened it, turning on the lights in the room. He walked inside, and Tim could hear him moving around in there. Then he walked back into the hall. “All the lights are on in the room, and in the bathroom.”
The bathroom . . . where Norris lurked before showing up, where he hid his bag of torture supplies…
“Timmy, you don’t have to go in there. I can turn out the lights and close it back up.”
“I want to.”
Don slipped his hand into Timmy’s and squeezed. “Let’s just go to the doorway so you can look in.”
“This is stupid, isn’t it?”
“No, honey, it’s not stupid. Come on, just look in the door with me. If you don’t want to go in, we’re done.”
Tim took a deep breath and moved toward the door with Don, and looked inside. It looked like it always did in the evening. Everything was cleaned up and made up the way it usually was. There was no sign of the attack, no bloodstains from the shooting. Just their room. He took a couple steps inside, reassured by Don’s hand around his. 

“I thought I’d see something . . . off. Messed up.”
“I had everything cleaned. Then I made up the bed with our sheets. I had the comforter and the shams dry cleaned.”
“I was standing right there,” Tim said, looking at the spot where he was standing when Norris had emerged from the bathroom. He felt that terror, as if it was happening all over again. “I can’t.” He turned and walked out of the room. A moment later, Don pulled the door shut and joined him in the hall. “It’s just a room.”
“In a little while, it won’t even matter anymore, honey. We’ll be in the new house.” Don took both his hands. “I’ve been thinking.”
“Always dangerous,” Tim quipped, trying to refocus on Don, giving him a little smile.

“If we get approved for the bridge loan, let’s just go for it.”
“Go ahead with buying the other house?”
“Yeah, just . . . take the leap of faith and do it. You know, kind of like I did when asked you out the first time. Look how that worked out.”
“Okay until I lost my mind.”
“You haven’t lost your mind, Timothy,” Don replied, smiling, kissing Tim’s hand. “This room is always here reminding you of what you can’t face. You’re back to work—“
“About that . . . Don, I’m not doing so hot. I’ve screwed some things up, and I’m not . . . I don’t feel . . . effective, like I was before.”
“Then let’s get up to our necks in a move, and fixing up the new house. Take some time off and do that. Senator Platt is gonna understand after what you went through.”
“I didn’t tell her everything. I just said I was attacked and my injuries weren’t serious. It’s so . . . embarrassing. I know it shouldn’t be, but it is. I don’t want everyone I work with knowing what happened.”
“You know it’s nothing you need to be ashamed of, right? You didn’t do anything wrong, and you didn’t fail at anything because he tied you up.”
“It’s just . . . really personal,” he said, angry he was tearing up again. “I can’t be off work that long.”
“Yes, you can.”
“Not when we’re taking on a second house. If I lose my job, we’d lose everything.”
“You won’t lose your job. I didn’t mean take six months off. Maybe a month. You’ve got more than that built up in paid vacation. If you level with your boss, that you need that time to get your head back together, she’s not gonna say no. You’ve been a flawless right hand man for her for years. She isn’t gonna give that up because you had a bad experience and need some time off.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
“Sweetheart, you’re gonna be fine. Give yourself some time. You expect so much from yourself all the time. Take a little time off from being in control of everything and heal up, and let me take care of you. I like doing that,” he added with a big grin.

“You’re good at it, too,” Tim said, smiling, touching Don’s cheek. 

“Do you want to find another therapist, maybe somebody who knows what he’s doing?”
“Maybe. I need to think about that.”
“Okay, honey. You wanna do me a favor?” he asked, smiling.

“Depends,” Tim replied, smiling back.

“I was gonna go take a shower in the guest bathroom, but I hate showering in that tub without a hot, sexy, naked man in there to wash my back.”
“You want me to call someone?” Tim joked.

“Yeah, see if Aaron’s available,” he teased.

“He’s probably washing Kenny’s back by now, so you’re stuck with me.”
“Damn. Well, I’ll try to muddle through,” Don replied, giving Tim’s hand a tug in the direction of the bathroom.

The warm spray of water and Don’s enthusiastic attention quickly distracted Tim from darker thoughts. Heated kisses mixed with slippery caresses, their bodies slick with water and shower gel. The world narrowed to that steamy, safe place, and the intense pleasure of rubbing against each other, reaching a shared climax that left them deliciously relaxed and ready to dry off and go to bed. 

Tim spooned himself around Don, relishing the heat between their naked bodies. More than that, he soaked up the intimacy of it, the love between them. It sustained him and made everything else bearable. He kissed the soft skin on Don’s shoulder, and held him close. He felt a little lump in his throat, but this time, it was for a good reason. He moved his head forward so he could rest it against Don’s. 

“I love you, baby,” he whispered in Don’s ear.

“I love you, too, sweetheart.” Don covered Tim’s arm with his own, slipping his fingers between Tim’s fingers and holding on as they slept.

********

"I can't really give you specific advice about your partner without seeing him," Dr. Meadows said, sitting across from Don in the casual seating area in her nicely appointed office. An expert in treating post-traumatic stress disorder, he'd chosen her after doing background checks on about a dozen similar therapists in an hour's radius of Albany. She was a middle-aged woman with graying brown hair and glasses, and kind eyes. Her personality made Don feel at ease, which was really saying something given the way he usually felt around shrinks. 

"I know. I'm not sure he's going to go back to a therapist, or that he even needs to. I'm not asking you to recommend treatment for him. I just want to be sure I'm doing the best I can to help him. I don't want to do something to make it worse."

"My first reaction to that is that it's pretty unlikely you'll make things worse. I do talk to some spouses and family members of people with PTSD, but it's rare for one of them to come to me alone, rather than as part of their family member's therapy. You care deeply enough about Timothy's recovery to get yourself checked out to make sure you're a good support system for him. That's wonderful, and it tells me you're probably doing just fine."

"He still can't go near the room where it happened, and he's going to take some time off work because he can't focus real well there, even though he's been back to work since a couple days after the attack."

"All this happened about a month ago."

"About, yeah."

"There is a wide range of emotions and reactions people work through after a trauma, and it varies how long it takes survivors of these kinds of assaults to move forward and 'get over it', so to speak. People with PTSD can struggle with it for years, maybe life. A month, in my opinion, isn't long enough to know whether or not Timothy is going to suffer long-term from PTSD or some similar challenge. Right now, he's working through some normal reactions to that kind of assault."

"He's so embarrassed about it, and you know, it's not his fault. He got hit with a stun gun . . . I saw the size burn on his back–it was a pretty powerful one."

"He was stripped, and restrained. I realize Timothy wasn't raped, but he was sexually assaulted the moment his clothing was tampered with, not to mention restraint, the threat of sexual assault, and the whipping itself given his position and his nudity could be sexually charged, too. Male sexual assaults are the most under-reported crimes for a reason. Our society doesn't provide a lot of support and understanding for men who are victims. One of the first things out of the mouths of many men I've counseled who are sexual assault survivors is 'how could I let someone do this to me?'"

"How do I help him understand that he didn't let anyone do anything?"

"By letting him express how he feels, and understanding it, so he feels free to be open with you. It's fine to tell him that he couldn't stop it, that it's not his fault, using facts about the incident. Just be sure you don't tell him he's wrong, or that his feelings are wrong. His reactions, as you've described them, are spot-on for someone who's been through what he has."

"Should I urge him to see someone? He went to see a therapist, but that guy turned out to be a quack who suggested we try bondage play to get him past his fears."

"I can't say that would be my advice, but I can't critique a colleague without more information that I have."

"Come on, Doc, you can't tell me that doesn't sound bizarre to you."

"Like I said, I can't envision giving that advice myself," she admitted, arching an eyebrow. "Let him have some time. If he seems to be getting worse, instead of better, or not progressing at all, or if you sense any kind of increase in depression, or any expressions of suicidal thoughts . . . you need to do all you can to get him some help. If he wants to see someone, of course, I'd be happy to work with him. But it's essential you be honest with him that you've already talked to me, if that happens."

"I just want him to feel better. All I seem to be able to do is hold him and tell him everything's gonna be okay."

"Don't sell that short. There are a lot of trauma survivors who would be progressing faster and rebuilding their lives more easily if they had someone by their side doing that when they need it. Your relationship has survived this well, in your opinion?"

"Yeah, I think so. I mean, the first week or so, we didn't . . . the welts on his back and . . . the welts hurt, and I helped him take care of those. He seemed so fragile, I was kind of afraid to touch him like that. But after about ten days or so, I made a move, and we've been okay that way ever since. We've always been close, even if we're not . . . you know . . . doing it."

"You have a high level of intimacy between you?"

"Yes, we do," Don said, smiling. The thought warmed him. Yes, we have a beautiful, deep intimacy between us that I'm not even gonna bring out and talk about with a shrink. It lies too deep in the soul to bare it in the light to someone else.
"That bond is just as strong as ever?"

"Yes," he replied again, feeling even better.

"Is he excited about the move?"

"He is. A little scared, too. Me, too. I mean, we could crash and burn with this, especially if we go ahead before our house sells. I just don't want him to have to stay in that house longer, and he won't holler uncle and go to a hotel. Am I doing wrong taking him away from the house, not forcing him to confront the room?"

"All this happened such a short time ago. Some people can't face the scene of a trauma twenty years after it happens. Some can handle it a couple days later. I know some of my colleagues believe that confronting that is essential. If it's preventing him from functioning–like, he became agoraphobic, or was unable to sleep in a bed because he was attacked on one–then I think making him confront it and overcome it would be essential. But if it's one room in one house that he's afraid of just weeks after he was attacked? I think the move, in this case, could be a positive fresh start for him. Again, I'd have to talk to him to make that an official piece of therapeutic advice."

"I feel better," Don said, then he smiled faintly. "Maybe he would, too, if he talked to you."

"Well, you know where to find me. You're doing fine as a support system, and he's still trying to find his way. It takes time."

"Timothy tells me patience isn't my greatest virtue, but I'll work on it."

********

Senator Platt had been very understanding of Tim’s request for time off, and he did feel a sense of relief as he drove back toward the house. He was making himself move around alone, spend time in the house without Don, and he felt like he was gaining ground. He picked up the mail at the curb and walked up to the house, stopping in the driveway when Don pulled in. It was still early, and he wasn’t expecting to see him until at least dinner time. He smiled when Don got out of the car carrying a big bouquet of roses.

“Hey, beautiful, you’re just the man I’m looking for.”
“I better be,” Tim joked, collecting his roses and kissing Don. “They’re beautiful. What’s the occasion?”
“You are.” He kissed the hand Tim wasn’t using to hold the flowers. “It’s been a while since I got you flowers. And . . . I just got a phone call from Lucy at the bank. Guess whose bridge loan is approved?”
“We’re good to go?” Tim asked, smiling widely. Now that it was a reality, it was exciting.

“Immediate possession on the house, sweetheart. We can sign some papers and get our keys.”
Tim threw his arms around Don and held him close, feeling the embrace returned enthusiastically. 

“We should celebrate,” Tim said, stepping back.

“That’s what I had in mind.” He paused and touched Tim’s cheek. “I’m so proud of you, honey.”
“For what?”
“For doing so great, for being so strong.”
“I just asked Senator Platt for time off to get my act together.”
“Well, you can use that time off to start working on our new house. And you’re still doing great, Timmy. I know it hasn’t been easy, but I’ve watched you face it head on. I’m just proud of you, baby.”
“Thanks,” Tim said, feeling a lump in his throat. “I’ll try to live up to that.”
“Sweetheart, you exceeded my expectations the first day I met you.” Don kissed him then. 

“What would you think of ordering in?” Tim suggested.

“Cold martinis, a warm fire, a little candlelight. . . .”
“Some soft jazz on the stereo. Dessert upstairs. . . .”
“Lots and lots of dessert,” Don confirmed, pulling Tim close again, kissing him long and deep. Then he grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the house.

A couple hours later, they sat in robes on the futon cushion in front of the fireplace, a couple quilts handy, eating out of a variety of Thai food containers. The warmth of the fire offset the fact all they had on were the robes, having already given in to passion once before the food arrived. 

“Try the mango chicken,” Tim suggested, taking a piece out and running the sweet morsel over Don’s lips, then kissing and licking the sauce from them. 

“That’s good. I think I like it better plain, though,” he said, pulling Tim down toward him until they were lying on the cushion, kissing him. “I’d rather taste you any day.”
“You already tasted me before the food got here,” Tim teased, opening the tie on Don’s robe, while Don returned the favor. 

“Yeah, and I haven’t tasted anything better since.”
“Not even the basil beef?”
“Close, but no, not even that,” Don joked, nibbling at Tim’s ear while he laughed. He kissed his way down Tim’s neck, pushing his robe off his shoulder to follow the path with his mouth. Tim happily accommodated him, letting the robe drop off his shoulder and freeing his arm, caressing Don’s hair as he kissed his way down Tim’s chest, around the side, nuzzling under his arm and then moving up to lick his nipple before covering it with his mouth and sucking. 

“Mmm, that’s nice,” Tim sighed, loving the wet suction and the heat of Don’s mouth as he released the little nub and licked his way to its mate, sucking it to hardness. As he kissed and nibbled his way down to Tim’s belly, his devilish fingers tickled Tim’s sides, making him laugh. He hadn’t laughed enough lately and, when he did, the blue-eyed devil tickling him was usually the reason. 

He overcame his laughter for them to lose themselves in kisses, wrapping their arms around each other, skin on skin. 

“Do you have anything handy?” Tim asked, a little breathless. “I want you, baby.”
Don scrambled around, pawing through robe pockets, in the folds of the quilt. 

“Shit.”
“I’ll take that as a no,” Tim said, smiling at him.

“Give me ten seconds.”
“Ten?” Tim leaned up on his elbows, shaking his head.

“Okay, fifteen!” Don hollered as he ran, naked, for the stairs. Flopping back on the futon cushion, Tim smiled, pulling the quilt over him and relaxing, relishing the thought of what was coming. In about twenty or thirty seconds, by his estimation.

Do you know how long it took the man who killed my wife to finish with her?

Tim looked up into the hate-filled eyes surrounded by the black ski mask, leaning over him. He rolled away, screaming Donald’s name at the top of his lungs, curling in on himself, covering his head.

“Timothy!” A panicked reply reached him, even though he’d covered his ears as he protected his head. “Timmy, baby, it’s me,” Don gasped, sounding like he’d run a marathon. “Sweetheart, look at me,” he urged. Tim didn’t want to open his eyes. He didn’t want to see that masked face.

“He was here,” he said.

“Who, honey? Who was here?”
“Norris,” he whispered, feeling his whole body shaking. 

“Everything’s locked, Timmy. He couldn’t have gotten in here that fast,” Don reasoned, getting down on the quilt and spooning around Tim, since he wouldn’t turn to face him. “It’s okay, honey. I’m right here, you’re safe.”
“I know what I saw.”
“Did you doze off, honey? I was upstairs a couple minutes. I couldn’t find the stuff right away.”
“He got in before,” Tim said. “I’m not crazy.”
“I know you’re not, sweetheart. I’ll check the house, okay?”
“You don’t believe me.”
“Yes, I believe you saw him, honey. I just think it might have been a dream, but I’ll check everything out to make sure, okay?” Don kissed his cheek, and Tim nodded. He turned over to watch Don pull on his robe and retrieve his gun from the holster that was hanging on the back of a kitchen chair. 
He went on a full tour of the house, checked every door and window, even threw a coat on over his robe and checked outside. When he came back in, Tim had pulled his own robe on and was sitting by the fire, feeling more than a little guilty. Don joined him there by the fire, putting his arms around him.

“Everything’s secure, honey. There’s no way anyone could have gotten in and back out again without me finding some trace of it, or seeing him.”
“I know.” Tim sighed. “Forgive me?”
“For what?” Don kissed his cheek.

“Sending you on a wild goose chase and acting like an ass.”
“You had a bad scare, honey. Dreams can seem real sometimes. God knows, I’ve had some nasty ones, and you’re always there to make it better.”
“You don’t make me go out in the yard on a rainy November night to look for prowlers.”
“If that’s what I needed you to do, you’d be out there with your flashlight. And your shovel,” he added, and Tim had to laugh. “You’re pretty hot stuff with that shovel, bruiser.”
“I guess I’ve had my moments. One, at least.”
“You have your moments all the time, sweetheart. Every moment we’re together.” 
“I thought I saw him.”
“It’s okay, honey. It was a bad dream. I doubt that fucker could manage to come after anyone anyway now. I don’t know as I buy he’s an invalid, but I don’t think he’s out playing cat burglar anymore. Compared to the guy who was ready to take my head off back when they found his wife’s body, that guy is a ghost. He looks like a fucking scarecrow now.” 

“I just want it to be over,” Tim said, letting his head droop on Don’s shoulder. 

“Why don’t we go to a hotel tonight? Get right out of here?”
“Because it’s insane.” 
“Wouldn’t you enjoy it?”

“It’s late.”


“It’s only nine-thirty. We can stick our robes and some clean underwear in a bag and go.”
“I’m so tired of feeling . . . creepy.” Tim swallowed, trying to keep his composure. 

“You’re done feeling creepy, honey. Come on. We’re outta here tonight.”
“There’s nothing dangerous here. I know that.”
“And I’m so proud of you for sticking it out and being so determined to beat this here. But enough is enough. Come on. Let me sweep you away to a nice hotel room. We’ll even order a bottle of champagne if we make it before room service shuts down.”
“Okay,” Tim finally agreed, smiling. 

They arrived at the hotel before eleven, and the clerk at the front desk put in their order for a bottle of champagne so they could get it before room service closed. Their room had a king size bed, a couple comfortable chairs, and a nice wide screen TV. Tim had underestimated just how much of a relief it would be to sleep somewhere other than their house. Tucked under the covers, propped up and toasting each other with champagne, it felt like paradise. 

“I should have insisted we do this sooner,” Don said, sipping his champagne. “I’m proud of you for trying to tough it out, sweetheart, but you don’t need that pressure on you.”
“We can’t live in a hotel.”
“We won’t have to for long. We can work on packing up the house, and by next week, we could be living in our new house. Well, our new old house.”
Tim set his champagne on the night stand and turned out his light. He snuggled up to Don, resting his head on his partner’s shoulder. 

“You always make things right for me.”
“I wish I could,” Don replied, his arm around Tim’s shoulders. “Tired?”
“Yeah, kind of. Not much of a night of passion for you.”
“We had some fun before dinner, and I’m tired, too,” he said, turning out the light on his side of the bed. After some shifting around, they settled in for sleep, Tim still tucked cozily in Don’s arms. He sighed, surprised at feeling a sense of relaxation and peace he hadn’t felt since the attack. “Go to sleep, honey. You’re not sleeping in that house another night. It’s over,” he said gently, rubbing Tim’s back, the gesture feeling good now that he was healed up. 

“I love you.”
“I love you, too, Timmy,” Don replied, kissing him. “Everything’s gonna be okay. No more ghosts.”
“No more ghosts,” Tim echoed, yawning, settling in to sleep.

********

As soon as they signed papers at the bank, they collected the keys to their new house and went there to do their first walk through as owners. Don had no idea yet just how genuine his Victorian experience would become, since Tim and his mother had been antique shopping in their respective locations, e-mailing photos of their finds back and forth to each other. 

“Look at this,” Tim said, calling up a photo on his cell phone as they stood in the master suite.

“Wow.” Don wasn’t sure what to say about the enormous carved wooden monstrosity that filled the small screen. 

“Isn’t it amazing? My mother found it at an antique store in Arlington. They’re holding it for her. She just sent me the photo this morning.”

“It’s big.”


“It’s the whole bedroom set–headboard, footboard, bed frame, dresser, mirror, and armoire.”
“Do I want to know the price tag on this find?”
“Free. Mom wants to buy it for us as a housewarming present and have it shipped out here. But only if we like it.”
“You like it a lot, don’t you?” Don asked, smiling. “Come on, honey, I can see it in your face.”
“I think it would absolutely make the master suite. I mean, Don, look at that headboard. It’s so ornate and the wood is beautiful. According to my mother, it’s in perfect condition. The only thing is, it only holds a queen size mattress. How do you feel about that? We’re used to a king.”
“You know, I was all set to not like this bed, but you might just have sold me.”
“You don’t like it?”
“It’s a little . . . intimidating, isn’t it?”
“Look around us.”
“Fits, doesn’t it?”
“Perfectly.”
“You know what else fits?”
“What?”
“Sleeping on a smaller mattress with you. I don’t mind having a little less space in our bed,” Don said, sliding his arms around Timmy’s waist. “Then you’ll have to cuddle with me on cold nights.”
“How unpleasant,” Timmy joked, kissing him. “Should I tell her you like it?”
“Tell her I think it’s great, and she’s great for wanting to do that for us.” He kissed Timmy. “But not half as great as her beautiful, sexy, charming, wonderful son.”
“Okay, Donald, what do you want?”
“You.”
“We don’t have any furniture,” Timmy replied, laughing. 

“Didn’t stop us from christening our first house. Remember the tarp in the living room?”
“Good thing no one DNA tested that thing before the painters got there.”
A door slammed, sounding as if the noise came from the floor above them.

“What was that?” Timmy asked, stiffening in Don’s embrace. 

“I bet it’s the door into the cupola,” he said, sighing. “There must be a draft up there, because it slammed shut when Aaron was showing me the house.”
“Aren’t we going to go look?” Timmy asked. 

“I’m willing to let it slide,” he said, nipping at Timmy’s ear. 

“Someone could be in the house.”


“Okay, honey,” Don conceded, disappointed. “I’ll go look.”
“We’ll both go.”
Don nodded, realizing that arguing with that tone of voice was pointless. 

They went up to the third floor, and sure enough, the door to the cupola was closed. Of course, Don wasn’t sure if it had been left open or closed. He drew his gun and put his arm out to keep Timmy behind him. He pushed open the door and scanned the room. It was empty and silent, like the rest of the house. He relaxed and sighed, replacing his gun in its holster. He tested the door a couple times, and while it swung shut easily with a push, it didn’t seem inclined to close on its own. 

“Well, I guess a door stop from the dollar store should take care of this renovation issue,” Don said, laughing, though he felt a little uneasy. Both times they’d been in the house, they’d heard something odd, and both times, he’d failed to find a solid explanation for it. He was glad Timmy didn’t seem fazed by it.

“It’s an old house. It wouldn’t really live up to that if it didn’t have a few drafts and quirks,” he said, smiling at Don. “You know, my mother found some furniture that would go great in here, too,” he ventured.

“Maybe you should go on a little buying trip to Virginia, see some of this stuff in person.”
“What about you?”
“I said a ‘little’ buying trip. I’m not letting you out of my sight for more than a couple nights. You and your mother could do some consulting on the furniture and the decorating; I can do some polishing and painting in the master suite. Just give me the paint and my marching orders. That way, when you have the bedroom set shipped here, we can put it in the room and move in. If our bedroom is at least put together, and maybe the kitchen, we can take our time with the rest of it.”
“You’re sure you wouldn’t mind?”
“I have a feeling Mom’s a better interior decorator and Victorian furniture expert than I am. I’m definitely the manual labor in that equation.”
“Ooh, manual labor . . . makes me think of sweaty muscles and tank shirts. I think I’ll just stay in town and, uh, assist you. Mom can send me pictures and it all has to be shipped here anyway.”
“So I won’t be the only one working up a sweat here, huh?”
“You should have company.” Timmy pulled him close and kissed him hard. “After all, I don’t want you falling for some hot young hunk you hire to sand down those cabinets in the kitchen.”
“Not likely, beautiful,” Don replied, enjoying the banter, flirting and kissing like they were dating. “I’ve got a thing for guys who hide their hot bodies under spiffy business suits. Calm, professional types that are tigers in bed.”
“Tigers, huh?” Timmy replied, chuckling. Don just nuzzled his neck, growling. 
********

While Donald was ready to head down to Home Depot, buy a load of paint and go to it with a roller and brushes, Tim had a more comprehensive plan for the I of the house that would require a bit more mapping out, coordination, and research. First on his agenda was a trip to the Albany Historical Society to see if they had any information on the house or old pictures of it. In the meantime, both Tim and his mother were spending hours online individually and “teleconferencing,” as Don called it, identifying wallpapers and paint colors that would complement each other and remain true to the palette of the time. 

Tim chose a tasteful ivory on ivory embossed wallpaper with an ornate, scrolled design for the master bedroom and sitting room, with the bathroom painted a rich butter cream color. The bathroom was the only room in which he would stand for painting the woodwork, and only then did he consent to it because the previous owner had already committed that travesty. A fresh coat of white paint was chosen for the woodwork. 

So Don closed the office for a couple days and enlisted Kenny to help wallpaper. With a minimum of swearing, arguing, and strife, the three of them had the room wallpapered, and the woodwork and floors polished. Tim removed what he considered a cheesy shower conversion from the original tub, and a contractor created an alcove for a modern shower stall big enough for two, with all the state-of-the-art conveniences, including glass doors. It’s “modernness,” as Tim called it, was obscured with a lacy ivory panel curtain across the entrance to the alcove, with a pretty accent rug in front of it. Additional period styled white cabinets and a large oval mirror were installed for additional storage and amenities the original pedestal sink and small medicine cabinet didn’t provide.

If Don was discouraged to see the balance in their vacation fund suffer for bringing the master suite up to Tim’s standards, he concealed it well. Tim had to admit he was having fun with the project, and his nightmares and memories of his ordeal were taking a back seat to his full schedule of redecorating and renovation plans. The majority of the remaining work on the house was cosmetic, so the worst bleeding of cash was being invested in making their master suite all it could be.

The behemoth bedroom set arrived on schedule, and after some logistical difficulties in making the turn on the staircase to the second floor, it was set up, with a new spring and mattress to fit it, and covered with a tailored ivory satin bedspread accented with rich gold borders and ornate gold embroidered trim at the corners. Coordinating accent pillows and matching tie-back curtains with valances that featured tiny gold tassels on their points completed the look. Tim had done his best to avoid anything too ornate, bold, or overpowering, which made the enormous, ornate, antique furniture look beautiful in the room.  

Don had taken on the task of packing everything up in the master bedroom in their other house. To his credit, he’d organized everything according to Tim’s standards, labeled it, boxed it, wrapped it, and otherwise handled it with the care his partner would have used himself. Though the kitchen work was just beginning, they decided to move in once the master suite was finished. The refrigerator and microwave were set up in the downstairs back bedroom while the kitchen was finished. Tim donated the walker and portable toilet to a social services organization that would get them to a needy senior who could use them. 

“I have to hand it to you, Timmy, you made this bedroom furniture work in here,” Don said, running his hand over the ornate footboard. 

“It would have been pretty overpowering with a lot of heavy dark color in the room and too much . . . bric-a-brac,” he said, gesturing, as he worked at organizing their things in the big dresser. “You know, Don, with a few years’ work, this house could be a masterpiece.”
“It will be.” He sat on the side of the bed and bounced a little. “Nice mattress.”
“First night in the new house,” Tim said, closing the dresser drawer, satisfied their underwear and socks had made a successful transition to their new home. “Seems like we should celebrate.” He sat on the side of the bed next to Don. The phone rang.

“Probably your mother with another late-breaking wallpaper bulletin,” Don joked as Tim arched an eyebrow at him, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. 

“Hello,” he greeted, not recognizing the number.

“Tim? This is Margaret from the Historical Society.”
“Oh, yes, Margaret. You must be working late,” he said, noticing it was after nine. The young woman on the other end of the phone laughed. 
“Believe it or not, this isn’t my day job. I’m a volunteer. Anyway, I found some information on your house you might like to see. It has quite a history.”
“Really? Well, that doesn’t surprise me a lot, given its age.”
“I did find some interior photos from the early 1900’s, but all of them that really show much of the house are after the fire.”
“Fire?”
“Yes, there was a fire in the house back in 1896, just ten years after it was built. Apparently it was confined to a portion of the second floor and the staircase, which was quite remarkable when you consider the response time and technology of the fire department back in those days. You still have a very authentic Victorian home, because everything was cleaned up and rebuilt in that same year, so no worries there. The original owner, Daniel Bernard, lost his wife and three children in the fire. I do have a couple photos of them.”
“You’re telling me four people died in that fire, in our house?” he asked, and Don just tipped back on the bed and muttered, “Fuck.” 
“I wouldn’t let that bother me too much, Tim. All these old houses have a long list of people who died there. In those days, you didn’t go to the hospital to come into the world, or go out of it. You did most of it in your own bed.”
“I guess that’s true. It’s just . . . so tragic.”
“There are some old newspaper articles on the fire at the library. I didn’t go look at them myself, but my friend, Stephanie, works at the reference desk, and she found some things on microfilm there, if you want to research it.”
“I’ll go see her. Thanks for finding the pictures. I’m anxious to see them.”
“You’re welcome. I do this stuff because I’m a history geek, so I enjoyed it. I’d love to see the house sometime, if it’s convenient.”
“Sure, stop by anytime. I’m off work for a while supervising some renovations, so I’m usually home through the day.”
“Great. Thanks. And I hope I didn’t freak you out about the fire. Really, all these old houses have a lot of history. You just know something about yours now.”
“You’re right. Thanks again.” He tucked the phone in his pocket.

“Don’t tell me, let me guess. The house was also built on an old cemetery and the second owner was an axe murderer,” Don said.

“Not that I know of,” Tim replied, flopping back on the bed, looking at Don. “One thing Margaret said was true. People died at home in the old days, so any of these historic homes will have a history of births, deaths, illnesses, and other assorted mayhem.”
“Well, happy housewarming to us.”
“Maybe housewarming isn’t the best choice of words on this one,” Tim said, and they looked at each other for a moment before they burst out laughing. 

********
Tim stopped at the Historical Society to look at the pictures Margaret had found for him. Since the office didn’t have a scanner, he was hopeful he could convince Margaret to let him borrow them long enough to scan them onto his computer. A pretty young woman with big brown eyes behind a chic pair of glasses and long, brown hair pulled up in a pony tail, Margaret had a bright smile, and a hint of mischief in her expression. 

“You know it’s against our rules to loan out any archival material,” Margaret said as she tucked them into a manila envelope and slipped them to Tim with all the finesse of a drug dealer making a payoff. The director was at her desk, several feet away, in the parlor of the converted historic home the society used for its office. 

“Of course, I understand,” he replied, winking at her. 

“Tim, I really hope I didn’t put a damper on things for you telling you about the fire. You wanted to know about the history…” she trailed off, shrugging. “I’m a History major at SUNY,” she added. “I love digging up that stuff, so I got a little carried away when I found something so significant. People sometimes don’t really want to know the house’s history, if it’s not pretty.”
“It was a long time ago, and you’re right. Old houses witnessed all the key events in their owners’ lives, including deaths. Plus, I probably would have uncovered it eventually. You just saved me a lot of digging.”
“Let me know if there’s anything else I can do,” she added, smiling. 

“I will. And feel free to stop by if you want to see the house. It’s a work in progress,” Tim added.

He sat in the car and looked through the photos. There were a couple of the original owner with his family; wife, two daughters, one son. Daniel Bernard was a prominent Albany businessman and city councilman, and the photos were taken for a newspaper article about his family’s philanthropy and his wife’s work with local charities. The family was all clad in their Sunday best, seated on an ornate sofa, with the husband and father standing at the arm with his hand resting on the back of it. The photos didn’t show a lot of the front parlor, but he could see the walls had been covered with some kind of wallpaper of a medium hue, though he couldn’t tell what color it was in the black and white photo. He tried to focus on that instead of the fact that four out of the five people in the photo perished in the house.

Scanning the news articles in the library didn’t really unearth any more information on the fire, except that the cause was unknown, and Mr. Bernard had suffered minor burns while trying to rescue his family, which he was ultimately unable to do, and they were all found dead in their respective bedrooms.

Minor burns. All dead in their bedrooms?

He reread the articles and made a few notes. He tried to picture a husband not sustaining worse injuries to get to his wife, or a father not being prepared to give his life to save his children. If Don was in a burning house, Tim would either rescue him from it, or they’d die in it together. Of course, projecting that level of devotion on someone else was probably potentially flawed reasoning. Not all couples who are together and raising a family are necessarily desperately in love or devoted to one another, and people also have different levels of heroism they tap into in a crisis. 

His cell phone vibrated, and he answered it quietly.

“Tim, it’s Aaron. I have good news.”


“I could use some,” Tim replied, preparing to tidy up his materials and leave.

“We have an offer on the house. The couple who looked at it yesterday.”
“What kind of an offer?”
“It’s only five thousand under the asking price, which is about what you were hoping to get, isn’t it?”
“Any catches?”
“No, not really. You already agreed to leave the appliances, which they want. They’re anxious to move in, since he’s being transferred here, but you guys just need time to move the rest of your stuff out, so that should be doable. And they’re pre-approved for a house in that price range, so it’s a pretty good deal.”
“They don’t have a house to sell?”
“Nope. They were renting but since this job is a big promotion, they’re buying now.”
“It sounds great. I’m actually out on errands right now, so I’ll swing by Don’s office and talk to him about setting a time for us to get together with you to get this moving, if he’s agreeable.”
“Okay. Great. I’m available after four, and all evening, so just give me a call.”
“Thanks, Aaron,” Tim concluded, breaking the connection. As he drove toward Don’s office, he wondered if they were in the process of the most catastrophic mistake of their lives so far. A part of him felt sad that someone else was going to be living in their house, that they’d have to hand the keys over and leave the place they’d planned on being in to grow old together. 

He tried to shake that off, figuring that dwelling on the deaths of original owner’s family hadn’t exactly lifted his spirits. The house they were in now was exceptional, and it would only become more and more elegant and opulent as they restored it bit by bit. Best of all, when he dozed off to sleep in that house, he didn’t see Joseph Norris’s leering face in his nightmares.

********

“How was the first night in the new house?” Kenny asked as Don walked into his office.

“Okay.”


“Oh-oh,” Kenny replied.

“We’re sitting on the bed, talking about christening the new house, and this woman from the Albany Hysterical Society calls Timothy to tell him that four people died in a fire there a hundred years or so ago. But, don’t worry, the renovations were done in 1896, so the house is still a genuine Victorian. I’m so fucking relieved that even though four people died horribly on our second floor, our staircase is still genuine.”
“That sucks. You sell one house to get away from bad memories and then you find out the new house has all that death and ugliness in its past? Ugh. I wouldn’t want to live somewhere that all those people died.”
Don took a deep breath and tried to remind himself that tact and diplomacy weren’t Kenny’s best traits. “People died at home in those days, so most old houses have histories.”
“Yeah, but four at a time? In a fire? Wow.”
“Can we change the subject?” Don hollered from his office, sitting behind his desk. “How was your date with Aaron?”
“He’s a nice guy, but he’s kind of tame. Not much into the club scene.”
“There’s a lot to be said for nice guys.” Don had to smile, thinking of Timmy. He wasn’t much of a club hopper, either, but he was the sweetest man in the world, and there was no lack of hotness in their relationship. “You’re gonna have to settle down one of these days.” He grinned wickedly, knowing that would push Kenny’s buttons.

“Yeah, well, I’m not that old yet.”
Well played, Don thought, still smiling. “Touché,” he hollered back.

They were both startled when an angry woman burst through the door into the front office and began reading Kenny the riot act. “I thought you said you were an investigator!” she shouted, gesturing angrily. She was about thirty-five years old, blonde, pretty, dressed in jeans and a burgundy sweater. She looked vaguely familiar, and then recognition dawned. He’d seen her at Norris’s arraignment. Krista Norris, his sister.


“What’s the problem here?” Don asked, and Kenny looked a bit sheepish. “I’m Don Strachey,” he said, extending his hand toward the irate woman. She took a couple breaths and then shook his hand. 

“Krista Norris. I’ve been waiting . . . weeks, and your . . . investigator hasn’t come up with anything!”
“You were really busy, so I was trying to look into things myself,” Kenny said to Don. “I studied the case file and I did a lot of research online and from newspapers about the case—“
“Big deal. I can do that myself.”
“Okay, let’s just back up a minute. Ms. Norris, what exactly did you ask for?”
“I wanted my sister-in-law’s case reinvestigated. The police haven’t been effective, and my brother’s life is . . . destroyed.”
“Yeah, well, my partner’s life isn’t all that hot right now, either, so please don’t expect me to feel sorry for your brother.”
“Look, I feel awful about what he did to your partner. That’s not Joey; he’s a good guy. But since Melissa was murdered, he’s spiraled down into alcoholism and obsession with her case, with blaming someone—making someone pay. I thought maybe you’d be willing to look for her killer. After all, if he hadn’t killed Melissa, my brother wouldn’t be what he is now, and he would have never attacked your partner, or anyone else.”
“A lot of people lose family members to violence, and they don’t go out and brutalize innocent people because of it.”
“I understand that. I’m not asking you to excuse Joey for what he did. I’m asking you to find a psychopath who slaughtered my sister-in-law and probably has done it before, most likely again since. You’re supposed to be really good at what you do. Naturally, when he called me back, I assumed I was getting another investigator who would make some progress. I really hope you’re not thinking I’m going to pay for a bunch of stale online news articles?”
“No, I don’t expect you would. The thing is, we have to familiarize ourselves with as much background information on the original investigation as we can. From what I understand, the case isn’t officially ‘cold’, but there haven’t been any hot leads in quite some time. So we have to take that background information and form some kind of plan for re-interviewing people connected to the case, and developing our own leads and theories. The research Kenny’s done so far is part of that process, and we are working on other cases in the meantime.”
“Are you serious about investigating my sister-in-law’s death or not? If not, I won’t keep bothering you. I love my brother, but I’m not asking you to help him. I’m asking for justice for Melissa. We were best friends all through school, like real sisters. That’s how Melissa and Joey got together, through my friendship with her. I miss her every day.”
“Is there anything else you can tell us about Melissa or your brother that could give us a fresh lead?”
“Can we talk in private?” she asked, and Don nodded. 

“Sure. Come into my office and have a seat.” He shut the door behind her and went around to his desk chair as she sat down.
“Melissa had an affair. Joey doesn’t know about it. He suspected her, but she always denied it to him. But she told me, not long before she disappeared.”
“You never told this to the police?”
“How could I? Confirming that would have killed him. At least this way, he thought she was faithful to him.”
“This worked out so much better for him,” Don retorted, shaking his head. “Maybe if he knew she’d been cheating, he wouldn’t have been as freaked out, thinking he falsely accused her.”
“Maybe you’re right. I don’t know. We never broke each other’s confidences,” she said. “Melissa and I could talk to each other about anything. Besides, someone who was in love with her certainly wouldn’t do that to her.”
“Unless he was a psycho and she broke it off with him. Serial killers don’t walk around with big tattoos on their foreheads. And they sometimes kill the women who get involved with them. Did she give you a name?”
“Luke.”
“Luke. . . ?”
“Just . . . Luke. She never told me his last name. She was really paranoid about someone finding out. Besides, I’m Joey’s sister. I think she was a little nervous I’d try to intervene, or that maybe I’d tell him, and he’s always had a volatile temper.”
“No kidding,” Don replied. “You know, this could have really hampered the police investigation. She could have gone to meet the killer of her own free will. Or it could be someone who knew this Luke guy. We need to find Luke, and for that, I need your help.”
“I don’t know anyone by that name. I’ve already tried to think of anyone we both knew, or anyone related to anyone we knew. I don’t know who he was.”
“You need to tell this to the police. I know the detective on the case; I’ll get a hold of him and see if he can talk to us this afternoon.” He picked up his phone to call Bailey, but paused when he saw Tim walk in the front office. Tim spoke with Kenny a moment, then smiled and waved at Don. His eyes settled on Krista, and he stared at her briefly as recognition seemed to dawn.
“I can leave,” she said.

“Excuse me a minute.” Don left her in the office and closed the door behind him. 

“Isn’t that Norris’s sister?” Tim asked him.

“Yeah, she stopped in to see if we’d found out anything new on Melissa Norris’s death.”
“You’re working for Joseph Norris’s sister?” Tim asked, and there was a note of betrayal in his voice.

“We’re looking into Melissa Norris’s murder case. I was doing that anyway, going back over the case file. She’s just willing to pay me to do it,” he added in a whisper. “I thought you wanted me to do this.”
“I think it’s wonderful to try to find whoever committed that . . . awful killing. I just . . . you’re working with his family.”
“Kenny, can you give us a minute?” Don asked, and Kenny nodded, slipping out of the office. “Honey, I’ve put her off and even had Kenny digging around a little on it while we were dealing with the house situation and the move . . . I’m not working to advance Joseph Norris’s case. I’m only investigating his wife’s murder.”
“We have an offer on the house,” Tim said, the abrupt subject change letting Don know that his partner wasn’t comfortable with him having contact with the Norris family.

“Timothy, if you want me to tell her I won’t work with her, that’s fine. I put her off at first, too, but if I’m investigating this anyway, why do it for free? It’s not going to get Norris off the hook for what he did to you, no matter what I find.”
“I suppose we can’t afford to turn down Jack the Ripper as a client right now,” Tim conceded, and Don snorted. 

“If it’s going to upset you that I’m working for her, it stops here. You don’t need to handle any more crap associated with the Norris clan than you already are.”
“No, you’re right. Finding the maniac who killed that poor woman is a worthwhile thing to do, to keep him from doing it to more women.”
“She did give me a new lead she never gave the cops, so we might already have something.”
“You should go ahead. And you’re right. You might as well get paid and get your expenses covered.”
“Tell me about the offer.”
“It’s only five thousand under our asking price, and they’re renting now, so no house to sell.”
“You want to counter?”
“I suppose we could split the difference with them, if they’re really that anxious to get a house. It’s the couple who went through it yesterday. I guess he was transferred to Albany, so they need something fast.”
“Our house is spotless . . . I think we split the difference, show we’re willing to give a little, but that our price is fair.”
“Can you get away to meet with Aaron to take care of paperwork—maybe after dinner?”
“Sure. Why don’t we go out somewhere nice, and then swing by Aaron’s office?”
“Sounds good. I’m going back to the house. I have male strippers waiting for me there,” Timmy quipped, then grinned, kissing Don. “They’re sanding down the kitchen cabinets and refinishing them.”
“That better be all they’re stripping.”
“There’s only one sweaty workman I want to see stripping,” he teased. “I’ll let you get back to your client.” 

“Did you find anything interesting at the library?”
“Just a couple articles on the fire. It’s kind of odd. . . . Well, I can fill you in on all that later.”
“I love you,” Don said, grabbing Timmy’s hand before he could leave. 

“I love you, too. I’ll go tell Kenny he can come in from the hall now,” he said, smiling as he left the office. 

As Kenny took his seat, Don went back into his office to finish his conversation with Krista Norris. 

“I should have said something to your partner, apologized on behalf of our family. I’m sure it won’t mean much to him, but I am sorry.”
“He’s one of the main reasons I’m looking into Melissa’s case. He urged me to do it.”
“Really?” she asked, her eyes widening. “Why?”
“He felt bad for what your sister-in-law suffered, and he doesn’t want to think of some maniac out there doing this to other women.”
“He sounds like a good guy.”
“He’s the best,” Don said, smiling. 

Bailey met them in an interview room at the police department to hear Krista’s story about Luke, her sister-in-law’s mystery lover.

“We can go back through all Mrs. Norris’s co-workers, known acquaintances . . . see if we can find a ‘Luke’ in there somewhere,” he said, sighing. “Did she ever describe this guy?”
“She said he was younger, really ‘built’—her word. See, that’s why I couldn’t tell Joey. He’s not exactly cover material for Men’s Fitness.” She paused. “This is embarrassing to say, but I suppose it might be useful. Melissa said their relationship was very physical, that he was really hot, that he worked out a lot.”
“How did she meet this guy?” Don asked.

“In a bar,” Krista replied. “You know, this all sounds so sordid, and that’s not how Melissa was. She hit a rough patch in her marriage, and she gave into temptation. Joey’s a good guy but he didn’t always know how to make a woman feel special. My parents weren’t really romantic with each other, but my dad would have done anything for her or his family, and he never cheated on her. Melissa wanted something more, and I guess Luke had that something.”
“If Luke had a great physique and worked out a lot, he probably belonged to a gym someplace,” Don said. “Can’t be that many ‘Lukes’ on the membership rolls in Albany, but most of those places have privacy policies.”
“This is pretty thin to subpoena gym and health club records. Which bars did Melissa frequent?”
“She didn’t frequent bars,” Krista retorted.

“I didn’t mean to imply anything by that. Did she have any favorite places?” Bailey amended, shooting a look at Don. 

“O’Malley’s Pub–she and some of her co-workers when there for lunch quite a bit because their food is really good, and it was close to her office. The only other one she ever mentioned was the Wayside South.”
“That’s kind of a rough place,” Don commented, frowning. 

“I’ve never been there. I know Melissa was there a couple times, with a group of women she knew, I think.”
“You were best friends,” Don said. “You didn’t go with that group?”
“I don’t drink much. I almost never went to bars . . . I still don’t. Melissa stopped asking me about it because I never wanted to go.”
“I think I need to check out the Wayside South. Sounds like a spot where Luke might hang out,” Don said. 

********
Tim stopped by Home Depot with his list of paint colors and loaded up on paint for the upstairs hall and two of the bedrooms. One of the rooms was going to be Don's weight room, and he'd put in a plea for some simple, calming color. No scrolls, no flowers, no carved furniture. Just a nice clean room with his weights in it and some plain paint on the walls. Tim chose a subtle tan for the walls that was called "Latte." He figured even the name wouldn't freak Don out the way some of the others had. Names like "Fragile Blossom" and "Peach Sorbet" had drawn visible shudders, so Tim made up his mind the weight room would not have a frilly paint name. 

By the time he made it back to the house, the stripping project had progressed well. He had high hopes the kitchen would be finished sooner than later. Once that, the weight room, and their TV room were done, their lives could function normally even while the rest of the house was being finished. Because of its proximity to the kitchen, the back bedroom had been identified as the TV room, and the laundry facilities were going downstairs. As soon as they could move the appliances into the kitchen, Tim could get to work on repainting it and making it into a den. 

He'd chosen soft colors of beige, tan, and green, with a few more colorful dashes of peach, yellow, pink and sparing use of wallpaper to add touches of color and Victorian flavor. They were using the back door, as the porch was cordoned off and scheduled to be demolished and rebuilt within a few days. Now that their house was close to being sold, Tim could pull the trigger on most of the projects he had planned and really get the renovations underway. 

While the work continued on the cabinets downstairs, Tim changed into a pair of jeans and an old sweatshirt and started on taping the woodwork in the upstairs hall in preparation for the walls to be painted. He found himself stewing a bit about Don's contact with the Norris family, but the thought of Melissa Norris's killer still running around loose, after he'd experienced even a fraction of the fear and pain she must have felt, seemed unthinkable. Don was bright and resourceful, and above all, determined. If anyone could solve that case, it was him. Occasionally, he found himself looking into one of the bedrooms as he worked, wondering which Bernard family member had died in there, and if they'd known what hit them, or simply succumbed to smoke inhalation. 

The door slammed upstairs. 

"Oh, all right," he said, exasperated, as if answering a ghost who'd closed the door. He trudged up to the third floor and, not surprisingly, found the door to the cupola closed. He knew he'd left it open earlier, because he'd been in there deciding on the right paint color and snapping pictures of the woodwork so he could match up bookshelves. More annoyed than unnerved, he went into one of the rooms cluttered with junk and rummaged around until he found an ugly old lamp that was nice and heavy, and hauled it to the culprit room. Opening the door, he set the lamp in front of it. "Satisfied?" he asked the empty room, and then went back downstairs to continue his work in the hall.

He jumped when he heard the upstairs door slam hard and the sound of ceramic shattering, as if the lamp had been thrown against the wall. Frozen in place, he finally made himself move, walking into the master bedroom and taking his rosary out of the night stand drawer. He put it around his neck and hesitantly started his walk up the stairs to the third floor. Holding the crucifix, he began reciting the Our Father as he reached the third floor hallway. Shards of the broken lamp lay on the dusty wood floor, and the door to the cupola stood defiantly closed. 

"Please, Heavenly Father, in the name of your son, Jesus Christ, bless this house and all who dwell here." He stood there a moment, half expecting some sign of violence or horror. The house was strangely silent, and deathly cold. Colder than it should have been, even with their conservative setting of the furnace to keep their heating bills manageable. "Did you die in this house?" he asked, his voice barely audible.

The door to the cupola room slowly drifted open. There was no draft, and nothing that would cause the door to open itself, complete with a turn of the knob. 

"Mr. Callahan!" a man's voice shouted from the foot of the stairs that led to the third floor. Tim jumped at the sound, and could barely tear his eyes from the door that had just opened. He looked again at the broken lamp on the floor. "You up there?" the voice persisted. It was the very earthly and real voice of the stocky, older man supervising the kitchen project.

"Yes, I'll be right there," he managed, finding the presence of mind to make his legs move, to turn his back on the door, to go down to the second floor and handle business. 

"Everything okay up there? I heard a commotion—"

"I was moving some things around and dropped this big, ugly ceramic lamp. No great loss," he joked, and the other man chuckled. "How are the cabinets coming?"

"We've got most everything sanded down, so we can work on staining them tomorrow. We have to call it a day," he said. Tim noticed then it was almost 5:30. 

"Yes, of course. Thanks for hunting me down up there," he said as they walked downstairs to the first floor. 

"This is quite a place. Should be real nice when you get everything done."



"Thanks, we hope so. It's quite a find, since most of the work is superficial." If you don't mind that the third floor is possessed.

"We'll be back about nine to get going on it tomorrow. Probably take a couple days before you can actually put stuff in there, but it's coming along."

"You got a lot done today. We'll see you tomorrow," he said, watching the work crew leave, feeling more than a little unsettled to be in the house alone. The frustration and anger that came with that thought was nearly unbearable. They'd bought this place so he wouldn't feel afraid of the house they lived in. They sold their beautiful home they'd worked so hard for and put so much of themselves into because he was afraid of a room. Now he was afraid of a whole fucking floor.

There was a box of junk by the back door that he'd hauled down from the third floor the previous day. He picked up an old, grubby looking vase out of it and threw it the length of the kitchen.

"There. Now you're not the only one throwing things," he said angrily.
"Holy shit, Timothy, warn a guy, will you?" Don said, coming into view, having just missed being hit by the flying object Tim had thrown. 
"Donald! Oh, my God, did I hit you?"

"No, I'm fine, but it was a close one. What the hell happened? Obviously the cabinets aren't done yet. Is that what's got you so pissed off?"

All of a sudden, Tim squared his shoulders and realized that's what he was. Pissed off. No disembodied entity was going to push him around. He was sick of being afraid, sick of feeling like a victim, and if that . . . thing on the third floor wanted his reading and meditation room, it was going to have to fight him for it. 

"Why are you wearing your rosary around your neck? Timothy, what the hell's going on here?"

"That's a great question. We have a fucking ghost with a bad attitude on the third floor."

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me. The one that slams the door all the time and seems to think it owns the place. It did it again, and I put a big lamp in front of the door to hold it open. It threw the lamp against the wall and slammed the door."

"You saw that?"

"No, Donald, I didn't see it, but I heard it. There was no one else up there. If you don't believe me, you can go look. The broken lamp is still on the floor. When I got up there, the door was shut again and it was broken. And then while I was up there, it opened the door."

"The door opened by itself?"

"No, the butler did it!" Tim shouted. "Yes, the door opened by itself!"

"Okay, okay, take it easy, sweetheart."

"Take it easy? Take it easy? Donald, we've bought . . . Hell House!" he shouted angrily. 
"There's got to be an explanation for this."

"Oh, there's an explanation all right. How about the four people who died here?"

"I thought you'd reconciled yourself with that. The whole, 'all old houses have histories' thing."

"Oh, fuck that! I thought this was going to be a new beginning! It's a new beginning, all right. A new nightmare!" Tim was out of breath, he figured his face was probably red, and he just wanted to smash something else. Don was staring at him like he didn't recognize him at all, and he probably didn't. Tim wasn't given to ranting uncontrollably, waving his arms, and throwing things. 

"What do you want to do?" Don asked, and there was a real fatigue in his voice. "We've sunk everything we have into this house deal. We can reject the offer on our house, and try to sell this one. If we paint it, finish up the kitchen," he gestured at the mess it was then, "put the new porch on it, give it a fresh exterior paint job—"
"It'll still be a haunted house with a new paint job, and we'll be stuck, and probably go down the financial drain."

"Let's not jump to conclusions just yet," Don said, holding up his hands. 

"This is a disaster."

"The reason we moved out of our house hasn't changed, so just because this one has some issues doesn't make moving back into the other house a good solution. So I think we should go ahead and accept the offer and sell it. Then we can focus on dealing with whatever it is we have going on here. Worst case scenario, we'll sell this one, too, and move again."

"Assuming we could unload this."

"With some cleaning and decorating, and given what we got the house for, which was low, I think we could at least get our money back out of it."

"I'm sorry I yelled at you." Tim felt guilty about that, even worse about throwing something that nearly hit Don. "If that stupid vase I threw hit you, I'd have never forgiven myself."

"You didn't even know I was here, sweetheart. I came in the front door." A faint, crooked smile curved his mouth. "I'll be sure to announce myself next time."

Tim had to chuckle at that. Despite slamming doors and flying lamps, there was something about Donald's devilish smile that always got to him.

"At the risk of getting something else thrown at me, why don't we just leave the door shut for now? If whatever it is shuts the door, then leave the door shut and see what it does."

"That room is one of the primary reasons I fell in love with this house. Whatever that thing is, it's not welcome to take over that room," Tim concluded, hands on his hips. 

"O-kay. Just until we get to the point of really redecorating it, let's leave it alone. We've got a lot of work to do on the house before you're going to be hanging out in there meditating anyway. I'm not suggesting you let the ghost, or whatever it is, have the room. Just . . . delay the battle a bit. Assuming it is a ghost and not a structural issue or a bad draft."

"A bad draft? Donald, how many times have you seen a bad draft throw a lamp down the hall?"

"Okay, let's go up and have a look at it."

They made their way to the third floor, and Don did look surprised when he saw where the shards of the broken lamp were. 

"Wow. It's got a hell of a pitching arm, that's for sure," he said, squatting and touching a few of the sharp pieces. He looked down the hall at the closed door. "God, it's cold up here."

"You think? And incidentally, it closed the door again since I went downstairs. It was open when I left it." 

"The lamp was over there, in front of the door?" 

"Yes. I opened the door, and put the lamp in front of it to hold it open, since it's laughing in the face of the doorstop." 
"It's quiet up here now."

"Try opening the door," Tim challenged, crossing his arms over his chest. Don looked at him a moment, then back at the door. Not one to back down from a fight, he strode to the door and opened it, turning on the light in the room to dispel the gathering gloom of twilight. 

"I don't know who you are, or what you want, but if you want this door closed when we're not in the room, fine, it can stay closed. But you stay away from Timothy, and if you throw something again, I'll light this fucking hall on fire myself. This is our house, goddamn it, and if you're still hanging around here, you're a guest in it now, so behave yourself."

Tim stood there, a bit dumbfounded to hear Don telling off a ghost he wasn't even entirely sure he believed was there. But it was one of Tim's dragons, and by God, Don was going to slay it for him. Don turned off the light and slammed the door himself. 

"Enough is enough," he muttered, heading for the stairs. Tim snapped out of his momentary trance and followed him down to the first floor. "When are we meeting with Aaron?"

"About eight. He's coming by here."

"Good. We've got time."

"Time?" Tim asked, as Don took off his shirt and then pulled his t-shirt over his head. He started unbuckling his belt. 

"Yeah, time to break in this bed, christen this house, and give our friends upstairs something to talk about."

Tim couldn't argue with that plan, so he yanked back the new bedspread, sending accent pillows flying in all directions, and turned back the bed. By the time he started undressing, Don was way ahead of him, so he started helping Tim remove his clothes. Shirtless, in just his jeans and socks, he almost blushed at the look Don was giving him. Don didn't waste a lot of time looking before he was opening Tim's jeans, peeling them off him until he stepped out of them. 

"Those jeans really show off your ass," Don said against his ear, his breath warm there. "I'd follow you up ten flights of stairs when you wear those," he added. 

"That good, huh?" Tim replied, smiling, liking the lusty compliment. Don often told him he was handsome, or beautiful, or sexy, but he didn't often pinpoint it quite that way, or quite that directly. He was more than willing to cooperate with his boxers going to join the jeans in a heap on the floor. In a swift move, Don was on his knees, grabbing Tim's hips, taking him in his mouth, giving him hot, wet suction that nearly made his legs give way. Don's hands slid around to cup his ass, squeezing and kneading the cheeks, his fingers teasing Tim's crack. He steadied himself with his hands on Don's shoulders, gasping. One of Don's hands found its way to his balls, fondling them. 

When he was hard, Don released him. They didn't need words or a game plan. They moved with the practiced coordination of professional dance partners, Tim lying on his stomach on the bed as Don found the lube and eased his finger inside, teasing Tim's prostate, making him grip the sheets and arch into the touch. Two fingers slid into him, stretching him, getting him ready. Then Don was slicking up his cock with the gel, and pushed gently but steadily inside him. 

"God, it's good," Tim muttered as Don slid in and out of him, picking up the pace. The heat of Don's body on top of his felt almost as good as the internal friction and the pressure on his prostate. Almost. 

Don moved up a bit, and it made Tim even hotter to know what he was doing, that he was watching his cock moving in and out of Tim's ass. Now and then, he was mixing things up, trading the shorter, quicker strokes for deeper, longer ones, adding a little rotating motion. He wanted to find something to say, but all that came out were gasps and cries mixed with a few obscenities he smothered in the sheets. He knew he was on the verge of coming, and he finally succumbed to it, writhing with the pleasure of it, loving the guttural cry that came from Don as he climaxed. He lay on Tim's back, kissing his neck, nuzzling his hair, inhaling. 
"I love you, Timothy," he whispered, licking and then sucking a spot on Tim's neck, making his mark. Tim shivered at that, even though his body was beyond reacting. 

"If this is what ghost-hunting does for you, let's make a hobby of it," Tim replied, and Don laughed, the vibrations echoing in Tim's body, where they were still joined. 

"No, that's what your ass in those soft, faded jeans does to me. That pair is a little snug."

"Don't remind me. I think I've gained weight since I bought those."

"Then you gained it in all the right spots.” Don moved and eased out of him then, but he caressed the line of Tim's back down to the curve of his ass, letting his hand linger there. "You're fucking perfect, Timmy." He started kissing the path his hand had taken. 

"I love you, too, by the way," Tim said, grinning, resting his head on his folded arms, loving the way Don's lips felt on his skin, tracing his spine, kissing his cheeks. The main event was over, and the thought that Don was loving him like this, as an end in itself, moved him deeply. Don moved up and lay next to him, on his stomach, so they could trade kisses and whisper little love words to each other. 

"Everything'll work out okay, honey. I promise," Don said, rubbing his back, kissing him again. "I'll make it okay."

"It's pretty okay right now," Tim replied, and Don smiled at that. 

"I won't let anybody, or anything, mess with you again."

"The whole incident with Norris . . . it wasn't your fault, Donald. That man stewed over his wife’s death for years until he drove himself crazy. You couldn't have predicted that."

"I hate that he hurt you."

"I know. Thank God you came home early and saved the day," Tim said, smiling at him. "You always show up in time to save the day for me. Even if you're telling off ghosts."

"Maybe I can add ghostbusting to my list of services at Strachey Investigations."

"You believe me, don't you?"

"Of course, I do."

"I'd understand if you were skeptical. It's a bizarre story."

"I don't think you'd break a lamp upstairs and then blame it on a ghost."

"I'm not that crazy yet," Tim replied, smiling.

"You're not crazy at all," Don said, very seriously, stroking Tim's hair gently.

"Crazy about you," Tim countered, pulling Don into his arms and kissing him.

"That kind of crazy is okay."

********

“This master suite is great,” Aaron said, stepping into the bathroom. “I like how you obscured the shower stall. That could have really messed with the vintage look.”
“The whole house is gonna be a showplace when Timothy gets done with it,” Don said, touching Timmy’s back. He was always so proud of his partner’s good taste, and how beautiful their living spaces looked once he’d added his touch to them. 

“That’s a nice array of colors you’ve got picked out,” he said, referring to the color samples and wallpaper swatches Timmy had assembled and assigned for various rooms. “Now it looks like you’ve got your other house sold, so it’s smooth sailing all the way.”
“Aaron, did you show this house at all before you showed it to me?” Don asked as they headed downstairs. Their makeshift kitchen in the back bedroom was equipped with a laundry table with a few chairs around it, pending their decision on what items of their present furniture would be placed in which rooms, and what new furniture was needed to fill in the gaps. 

“No, I just walked through it when we did our home tour, when it was listed. Why?”
“We’re having issues with that door on the third floor, the one that closed on us when you were showing me the house. I just wondered if you’d had any other experiences with it.”
“No, just that day. Some of these old places are drafty,” he said as they all sat at the table to go over the papers. “The inspections didn’t turn up any uneven flooring or structural problems.”
“No, they were fine,” Tim said. 

“I’m sensing there’s something going on here,” Aaron said. 

“Did you know about the house’s history?” Don asked.

“Not really. I know it’s old. I have the year built on the listing sheet, but that’s about it.”
“Four people died in a fire on the second floor in 1896,” Tim said.

“I hadn’t heard that story before. All I knew was that the listing agent said it was one of the most outstanding historic homes in Albany, and I was inclined to agree with that. She didn’t elaborate on the history. I doubt she knew it. That’s over a hundred years ago.”
“We’re not trying to back you into a corner,” Don said. “We’re trying to get to the bottom of why we’re having . . . disturbances in the house.”
“Disturbances? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to say I sold you a haunted house.”
“Did you?” Don asked.

“Not knowingly, no. Look, if something’s going on here, I didn’t know anything about it. Plus, I don’t take that stuff very seriously anyway. There’s usually a reason for it, and it’s rarely a ghost.” 
“I tend to agree with that,” Don said, sighing. “But something’s up with that third floor room.”
“I know a guy, a building contractor. Let me call him, have him come out and take a look at the third floor, the door that’s giving you trouble, see if he can figure out anything. Free of charge.”
“That’s nice of you, Aaron. We’d appreciate it,” Tim said.

“I want you guys to be happy with your decision here. It’s an awesome house; I don’t want to see you not enjoying it.”
“We’re enjoying it,” Don replied, giving Timmy a naughty grin. He loved seeing a slight blush creep onto his partner’s cheeks. 

“I hope you know that if I’d known about the house’s history, I’d have told you. Aside from the fact we’re supposed to disclose things like that if we have the information, I’d rather it was up front, so you could choose another house if it bothers you.”
“Maybe your contractor will find something,” Tim said.

“He probably will—he’s my ex, so you know, just watch your back.”
“You mean he’ll try to drum up business for himself?” Tim asked.

“I mean, we broke up because he got it on with his clients. But he’s good at what he does–I mean with his business. Well, he’s good at other things, too . . . anyway, he owes me a few favors and he knows construction and building issues.” Aaron laughed nervously. “I’m digging myself deeper, right?”
“Just keep going, it’s kind of amusing,” Tim replied, laughing. 

“Yeah, well, don’t laugh too hard,” Aaron said, tucking his papers in his briefcase. Then he gestured at himself. “You’re his type.”
“How’d the big date go with Kenny?” Don asked.

“I take it he hasn’t exactly been talking about me non-stop since we went out,” Aaron replied. “I don’t think I’m his type.”
“What makes you say that?” Tim asked.

“I broke up with Michael because I’m ready to settle down. You know, I want the kind of thing you guys have going on. The rings, the mortgage, the whole nine yards. Michael was still playing around, and I don’t think Kenny’s ready to get serious with anybody. I mean, I know he got at least one other phone number while we were out together.”
“Kenny’s got some growing up to do,” Tim commented. “He’s a good guy, but I’m not sure when the maturity is going to kick in.”
“You’ll get a laugh out of this . . . or maybe not,” Aaron added, shrugging. “When you called and asked to work with my dad and he suggested you work with me instead?” 

“Yeah?” Don prodded.

“He was trying to fix me up with you. I guess he didn’t know you were married already.”
“Your dad tried to fix you up?” Tim asked, his eyes widening. “You must have an amazing father.”
“He and my mom are pretty awesome parents. They never made a big deal out of my being gay, like it was a non-issue to them. So when Don called in, my dad knew I’d broken up with Michael and was kind of looking to meet somebody new.”
“Tell your dad I’m flattered. Can’t get a much better compliment than him trying to fix me up with his son.”
“Take your time shopping for the right person,” Tim said, linking his arm through Don’s. “It’s definitely worth the effort when you find him.”
After Aaron left, Tim asked Don about his meeting with Krista Norris.

“Well, I told you she gave us a new lead. Apparently, her sister-in-law was having an affair after all. Some guy named ‘Luke’ who was really built.”
“So Norris was right about her cheating on him?”
“Yeah, just not right about her taking off on her own. So, you wanna go hang out in a couple bars with me?” Don asked, taking Timmy’s hand and giving it a squeeze.

“As tempting as that sounds, I think I’d rather just hold down the fort here.”
“You’re not nervous about . . . ?” 

“I kind of am, but if she’d wanted to hurt me, she could have thrown the lamp at me.”
“She?”
“What?”
“You said ‘she.’ You didn’t say anything about the ghost being male or female before.”
Tim stared at him for a moment. “I didn’t?”
“No, you didn’t. I’d have remembered that,” Don said. 

“I don’t know why . . . I guess I just assumed it’s a woman. Three of the four people who died in the fire were female. Maybe that’s why.”
“I don’t think you should stay here alone until we know what’s going on.”
“Donald, I can’t do this anymore. I don’t care if that room upstairs is the portal to hell. I can’t be afraid of my own house, and I won’t be. I know there’s a reason for this, and we need to get to the bottom of it, but whatever is up there is going to have to learn to share space with me, because I’m not going to cower from it. I’m all done cowering. I can’t take it anymore.”
“Honey, I understand, but I just don’t want us to take a stupid chance. I’d never forgive myself if I went to work and something happened—“
“What? What’s going to happen? If it’ll make you feel better, I won’t go up on the third floor, and I’ll work on painting the second floor hall. If I see any flies on the windows or black slime oozing out of the toilets, I’ll leave.”
“You’re impossible,” Don said, shaking his head. “It’s almost ten now. Why don’t you just take it easy?”
“Because I feel like I need to burn off some nervous energy.”
“I can help with that,” Don teased, kissing him. 

“Go,” Tim said decisively. “I’m fine. I won’t provoke her, it, whatever, and I don’t have much of an interest in hanging out in a bar all night.”
“I’m not hanging out there all night, either. I’ll try it a while, see what the vibe of the place is. Sometimes it works better to just go in and ask after somebody. Other times it’s better to hang out there and see if he shows up.”
“I’ll be fine, Don. Really.”
Don stood there a long moment, and he knew he couldn’t go.

“I know you would be, sweetheart. But I won’t.” He slid his arms around Timmy’s waist. “I can’t go out and work when I’m worried about you. It’s not your fault, it’s not that you can’t handle things here. . . .” He pulled Timmy into a hug and held on until Timmy’s arms came around him, one hand straying up to stroke his hair. 

“I’ll go with you if you want,” he said softly, kissing Don’s temple. “It’s all right, baby.”
“What’re we gonna do, Timmy?” Don asked, letting himself be afraid for a moment, unable to completely ignore the worry about financial ruin, Timmy’s safety, the demands of his job that conflicted so acutely with keeping his partner safe. This house, that was supposed to be their refuge, now had him more afraid for Timmy than their old house. Even then, the truth was, he was less able to leave Timmy alone than Timmy was able to function by himself. He’d sweat bullets the nights he had gone to work, and hadn’t allowed himself to recognize the sick feeling in his stomach and the cold sweat and the fear that swept over him when he came home late as the trauma-related panic it was. He was afraid of finding Timmy like that again . . . or worse, of being too late the next time. 

“We’re alive and we’re together. The rest will work out,” Timmy said softly, cradling Don’s head against his shoulder, the way only Timmy could, or ever had. “It’s okay if you’re afraid, honey. You don’t always have to be a pillar of strength. I can hold you up for a while.”
“You do all the time,” he mumbled, and it was true. Timmy was his rock, the cornerstone of his world, the stability, security, and solace that made his life work. 

“Norris did what he did to torture you, not me. I was just the means to an end for him. He wanted to get you. It’s not surprising it shook you up.”
“We’re in this money-sucking monster of a house, we’ve got God-knows-what running around on our third floor, and I’m afraid to work nights.”
“I never said we didn’t have challenges,” Timmy said, and there was that humor in his voice. Don pulled back so he could see the mischievous Irish twinkle in Timmy’s eyes, and the little smile on his face. They both laughed a bit then. 

“This was the second time you’ve been hurt because of my job.”
“You’re not counting the kidnaping by Zailian’s men and them shooting at us in our house?”
“Thanks for reminding me.”
“I’m teasing you, Donald,” he replied, chuckling. “You’re in a risky job, and I knew that when we got married. If I wanted peaceful and safe, I should have married that college professor I dated for a while.”
“You dated a college professor? When did you date all these different men? Before or after the realtor?”
“Before, and it was very brief,” he replied, smiling. “I was in my twenties, and he was forty-something. I thought he was very wise, worldly, and distinguished. He was also arrogant and atrociously boring.”
“At least you wouldn’t have maniacs after you.”
“Well, between the two options, I’ll take you and my chances with the maniacs.”
“The hell of it is, if I can’t work nights, I’m fucked. And you’re not stopping me. I’m stopping myself.”
“We’ve focused just on me getting better and feeling good about things again. You need to recover from it, too. In the meantime, I can go along once in a while. I’m not working right now, so it’s not that big a deal. You keep telling me to give myself time. You need that, too. If we’re still too fucked up to get on with our lives after some time has passed, we’ll go find a therapist together, and try to figure out how to get . . . fixed.”
“Ouch.”
“Psychologically.”
“That’s a relief.” As they started to leave the room, Don noticed the manila envelope on the table that Tim had labeled “history.”
“Those are the photos of the house. Margaret loaned them out to me so I could scan them. She isn’t supposed to do that—“
“But you flashed her that smile of yours, and she was putty in your hands. Poor woman. I know the feeling,” he said, pulling out the small stack of pictures. “Are these the people who—“
“Died in the fire. The husband survived, but the wife and all three children died.”
“Huh.”
“What?”
“I was just thinking. A man’s got a wife and three kids in a burning house, and he survives? How does that work?”
“There are a couple articles in there I printed off from the library’s archives. I guess he’d been to a city council meeting and then stopped at his men’s club, and when he got home, the fire was already burning.” Tim paused. “I thought the same thing. All he had were some minor burns; the house obviously wasn’t completely engulfed, or it wouldn’t still be here. The other thing that seemed strange is that all of the victims died in their rooms.”
“If the fire was on the stairs, it probably was in the hall, too. You know, if this set of circumstances happened today, this guy would be in an interrogation room downtown.”
“If you were in a burning house, I wouldn’t leave without you unless a team of very determined firefighters carried me out forcibly, screaming and kicking, even if I was on fire myself. How does a man not have more than minor burns when his wife and three children are in a burning house? And let’s face it, the arrival time for firemen and the capability of the equipment would be nothing like it is today. If he came home, he’d have had plenty of time to try to save them.”
“There’s something smelly about all this.”
“That’s what I thought, too. Would the PD have any records dating back this far?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I can ask Bailey. If not, maybe the library has something more on it.”
“I’m thinking autopsy reports.”
“On what? If they burned up in the fire, given the state of forensics back then, I would assume the coroner probably looked at the charred remains and said, ‘golly, they died in a fire.’  We’re not talking CSI stuff here.”
“No, I suppose not.” Tim looked at the pictures. “You know, not everyone’s hero material. Maybe he was a coward and he didn’t want to die or be injured himself, and he didn’t try very hard to save them.”
“Who’s this?” Don asked, holding up a photo of the man in the first couple pictures, only this time with a statuesque, much younger, blonde woman.

“The wallpaper behind them is different, but it still looks like the front parlor. You don’t suppose this is wife number two?”
“Wife and kids burn up in a fire and Dad marries a stacked blonde? Oldest motive in the book, next to money.”
********

Tim stirred and sat up in bed, not sure what had disturbed him. Don was sleeping soundly next to him, and the house was silent—until he heard footsteps. He strained to listen, to figure out where they were coming from, because they didn’t sound like they came from the staircase or overhead on the third floor. The only other possibility he could think of, were the back stairs. He didn’t think much about the house’s second staircase, since it was built to keep servants out of sight and out of mind in the old days, originating in the kitchen and ending on the third floor, exiting through a door at the opposite end of the hall from the main staircase. He glanced at Don, and thought about waking him.

Now the footsteps were overhead, and the door to the cupola room slammed. Don had shut it earlier, but now it slammed, which meant something had to open it, and close it again. 

“Timmy?” Don asked sleepily, blinking, squinting at him. 

“Go back to sleep, honey.” 
“You heard something.”
The house was silent now, as if whatever it was decided to lay low until Don went back to sleep.

“Footsteps, and the door upstairs.”
“Shit.” Don sat up rubbing his eyes. He got up and took his gun out of the holster on the dresser.

“You’re going to shoot it?” Tim asked, raising his eyebrows.

“We can’t always assume every noise we hear is a ghost,” Don replied. Tim tried to keep his mind on ghosts. There was something extremely hot about Don in his boxers and undershirt holding his gun. “What?”
“I was just thinking.”
“Stay here. I’ll be right back.”
“Don’t piss it off.” 
Don stared at him a moment, then rolled his eyes and started down the hall. Tim waited a few minutes, and listened to Don’s very human, familiar footsteps on the floor above. He got out of bed and stuck his feet in his slippers, deciding to go upstairs and see what was going on. He didn’t hear any sounds of a confrontation, so he started down the hall toward the stairs.

He paused in the shadows when he heard the sound of a voice. He wasn’t sure what it said, just that it sounded like a girl, or a young woman. He stared at the door of one of the second floor bedrooms. A dim light from the master bedroom cast a glow into the hall, but it was far from bright. Drawn to the room, he reached for the knob and then pulled his hand back when it felt abnormally cold to the touch. Determined, he grasped the knob and turned it, pushing open the door.

The light fixture in the room came alive with light on its own, getting brighter and brighter. The room wasn’t the vacant, paint-thirsty room it should have been, but a bedroom decorated in period furnishings. 

A spray of blood stood out in striking, gruesome contrast with the wallpaper and the white sheets on the bed. Daniel Bernard’s younger daughter lay across the bed, her throat cut deeply from ear to ear, her head at an odd angle. Her dead eyes looked right at Tim.

“Donald!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, backing out of the room, flattening himself against the wall in the hall. The door to the room swung slowly toward its frame, eerily slow, letting him see the bloody wall until the door finally shut with a decisive click. “Donald!”
“I’m coming,” he shouted back, and Tim could hear him on the stairs now, running down from the third floor. “Timothy, what’s wrong?”
“He slaughtered them,” Tim gasped, touching his own neck.   

“Who? Timmy, look at me. What are you talking about?”
“Look in there,” he managed, finding his voice weak with shock. 

“Okay.” Don stared at him a moment, looking worried, and then opened the door to the room, flipping on the light. “There’s nothing here, honey.”
“There has to be!” Tim dreaded looking in the room again, but he had to see for himself. Everything was as it should be, just an empty room that needed painting and decorating. “I heard a voice, and then I opened the door. Don, it was awful . . . she was lying on the bed, blood everywhere. . . .”
“Timothy, you’re not making a whole lot of sense right now. Do you feel okay?”
“Of course I don’t feel okay!” he snapped. “I know what I saw.”
“You weren’t dreaming?”
“Walking down the hall, wide awake? No, I think we can rule out a dream.”
“Okay, okay,” Don said, and Tim knew he was trying to put a soothing tone to his voice. Somehow that irritated him even more. Don was talking to him as if he were insane, in a soothing tone you’d use with a lunatic.

“You think I’m imagining things.”
“I just thought maybe all our talk about death and murder this evening might have given your mind some ugly ideas to play with.”
“Yes, well, I saw it. It was Daniel Bernard’s younger daughter; the pretty little girl with the curls that’s sitting right next to her mother in the picture. Dear God, how could any man do that to his own child? To any child? To anyone?”
“Honey, try to calm down. Even if all this is true, it happened a long time ago.”
“It still matters! How long after someone is murdered does it stop mattering?”
“I think we should go to a hotel.”
“No, I’m not going to a hotel. I want to help them.”
“Who?”
“Daniel Bernard’s family. I want to help them find justice, and then maybe they can find peace. No one deserves to be trapped where they were murdered and keep reliving that. She was a child, Donald, maybe 12 or 13 at the oldest. If that man killed her, he was some kind of monster.”
Don stood there a moment or two, silent, as if he were trying to process what Tim was saying. Then he scratched his head, sighing. 

“You’ve gotta be a little patient with me here, Timothy. I just have a hard time with all this. I don’t see anything in this room. I know something weird’s going on upstairs, but to jump to the conclusion that the house is haunted . . . I don’t know.”
“You don’t believe it because you’re afraid to believe it, and I get that. I’m afraid of it, too, but if your soul was trapped in some hellish replay of your death, wouldn’t you want someone to reach out to you? Maybe that’s all these spirits are doing–reaching out, crying out for help.”
“You believe that, don’t you?”
“I don’t know for sure what I believe, but I know something’s going on here, and I know what I saw wasn’t a hallucination, it wasn’t a dream. It was . . . something else. Something so real that I saw what happened over a hundred years ago, right here in front of me.”
“You think he offed his whole family?”
“I can’t believe he just targeted his daughter. If they were all dead, it makes sense no one was found in the hall, or on the stairs, or anywhere else in the house.”
“If the staircase was on fire, what about the back stairs?”
“If they were dead, it wouldn’t matter how many exits there were from the house.”
“None of this explains the issue with the third floor.”
“I can’t tie that together, either, but we need to find out. Can you find reputable paranormal investigators, or a medium?”
“It’s a little outside my area of expertise, but I can do background checks on them. I’ll have Kenny–“
“Oh, good God, Donald, don’t get him started on this.”
“I’m getting a little backed up at the office, honey. Kenny does most of that work for me, and I’ll threaten him to keep his mouth shut.”
“I would think our home would be important enough to get your personal attention.” Tim was annoyed that Don didn’t seem to have the same passion he did for unraveling the fate of whomever—or whatever—was haunting their house. 

“These people have been dead over a hundred years. I guess I figured they could wait another few days. I’m more worried about you. Do you feel all right?”
“I’m not sure I’ll ever be all right again after what I saw. I can’t forget her eyes . . . that dead stare on the face of an innocent child. . . .”
“Okay, look, I’ll personally check into someone who deals with this kind of thing, if you’ll also let Aaron’s friend the contractor come over here and look at the third floor to rule out any normal problems up there.”
“Fine, anyone who wants can inspect it. I don’t want to find ghosts. But they’re there. A carpenter can’t explain what I saw.”
********

“No luck finding a Luke or a Lucas,” Don said into his cell phone, talking with Bailey, as he drove toward his office. I’ve got bigger problems, he thought, not especially worried about the dysfunctional Norris family or even the fate of Melissa Norris at the moment. She was dead; there was nothing he could do about that. Of course, all the people causing him the most trouble at the moment were dead. How did I end up with a bunch of pissed off dead people as clients? “Timothy and I went out to the two bars Krista mentioned, and nothing. They aren’t exactly like Cheers, though. They didn’t strike me as places where regulars come in all the time and everybody knows their names.”
“Thanks, now I have that theme song going through my head.”
“Sorry,” Don replied, chuckling. 

“There’s something else. The DA is working on a plea deal in the Norris case.”
“What?” Don barely missed stopping before rear-ending the car ahead of him. “That’s fucking ridiculous! I caught him red-handed.”
“If we take kidnaping and attempted murder off the table, he’ll plead to breaking and entering and first degree assault.”
“That’s big of him.”
“The attempted murder charge is his word against Tim’s.”
“Gee, who’s more credible there, I wonder?”
“You’ve got Norris sitting there in his wheelchair, looking pathetic, claiming that even though he was trying to scare Tim, that he never planned to actually seriously injure or kill him. It’s plausible, and it could be enough to give a jury reasonable doubt. Then Tim has to go through the whole trial ordeal.”
“That bastard stripped him naked and planned on ramming something the size of a fucking drainpipe inside him if I hadn’t gotten home when I did, and he made it clear he planned on killing him. Multiple times he told him that. The asshole needs to rot in prison.”
“Do you really think Tim wants to get up on the stand and describe all that?”
“Whose side are you on?”
“I’m on your side, and Tim’s. I’m generally on the victim’s side, Strachey.”
“Do they need Tim’s consent?”
“No, but we’d like it. We can proceed against the victim’s wishes, but it’s always better if we’re all on the same page.”
“So nothing messy happens, like the victim who got the shaft going to the media?”
“There’s always that. Look, Norris is semi-disabled, he’s going to prison . . . he’s not getting off the hook.” 

“What about Timothy? It’s not like he walked away unharmed.”
“You could sue Norris, but I doubt you’d get much.”
“This is bullshit, Bub, and you know it.”
“It’s how the system works an awful lot of the time. In a perfect world, Norris would go away for everything he did. In this world, getting him in the joint for a stretch, securing a conviction, and sparing your partner the joy of testifying? That’s not a bad deal.”
“You think they should make the plea deal then?”
“If it were my family in your place, I’d support it.”
“I’ll talk to Timmy,” Don said, not looking forward to that conversation. 

“Sorry I didn’t have better news.”
“Me, too. Hey, how far back does your records room go?”
“Back to the beginning. Why?”
“There was a fire in our house, in 1896. The owner’s wife and three kids died in the fire . . . he conveniently escaped with minor burns, the only survivor, and then married a stacked blonde.”
“You want to go back and nail this guy for murder a hundred or so years later?”
“Something like that. Timmy’s got it in his craw now to solve this thing. I gotta admit, it sounds pretty fishy to me.”
“Yeah, I’d look hard at a guy whose whole family died and he managed to save himself, but none of them.”


“Even if there was no investigation to speak of, if they wrote it off as a fire, I was thinking maybe the Albany PD would have a file on the original incident.”
“It’s possible. If you want to come over and dig through dusty boxes, I’ll call down to Finnegan in Records and tell them to let you look at anything related to that case. What’s the name on it?”
“Bernard. The guy’s name was Daniel Bernard. I’m not sure of the victims’ names.”
“Okay. Did you find that out before or after you moved in?”
“After, of course. Some lady at the Albany Historical Society found references to it, and Tim went to the library and read some articles on it.”
“I guess a lot of people probably died in most really old houses.”
“That’s what everyone keeps saying. Easy for them–they’re not living there.”
“I can see how that would be unsettling.”
“Good word for it. Thanks. I’ll keep you posted if I hunt down anything on our friend Luke.”
“Yeah, and tell me what you find out about this Bernard character. I mean, it’s not a cold case, it’s a frozen case at this point, but I still don’t like to see murders going unsolved, even if they’re a hundred years old.”
“You and Timothy. Talk to you later.”
Don stopped by the Albany PD for a quick look in their archives. The old cop who appeared to consider the dustiest of the archives his personal vocation in life, dug out the information for him. Finnegan looked as if he had long since passed a logical retirement age for a police officer, but he kept the department’s ancient history meticulously organized, and took great pride in telling Don war stories about some of the cases he remembered from his nearly fifty years with the department. 

“You’ve been doing this a long time, huh?” Don asked as they passed shelves of boxed up cases, labeled with names and dates. 

“I got the assignment in Records about twenty years back. I got shot in the leg on the job, and it never worked right after that. So here I am. Funny thing is, I always loved history. I probably would’ve been a history teacher if my dad wasn’t a cop. And his dad, and his dad . . . you get the picture.”
“This is a cool job for a history buff, then,” Don said, smiling, and the other man chuckled.

“Nobody else wants to get ‘stuck in Records,’ but I like it. I organized a lot of the old files and made sure everything was where it should be. The old unsolved cases? Fascinating. I can dig through those for hours.”
“Then you’re probably familiar with the Bernard case.”
“I know where the box is, but I haven’t really looked at it. It’s marked ‘Closed.”
“I’m living in their house. It’s not a closed case, trust me.”
“Really? Interesting. What makes you say that?”
“The whole family, except the husband, dies in a fire. He only has some minor burns from trying to ‘save’ his family. The bodies are all found in their rooms. Your house is on fire . . . you don’t try to get out of your bedroom? At least one person doesn’t wake up and start screaming? A father doesn’t try a bit harder than that to save his three children?”
“We’d be all over interrogating that guy nowadays,” Finnegan commented. “’Course, we’d have better technology to figure out if it was arson, if the victims died of something other than the fire.”
“Getting away with murder was a whole lot simpler a hundred years ago.”
“No kidding,” Finnegan replied, snorting. “Okay, should be right here,” he said, stopping in front of some shelves and then pulling a square cardboard box with a lid down from the third shelf. “Bernard. Not much here,” he said, shaking it a bit. They walked over to a nearby table where he set it down and took off the lid. There were some papers in the bottom, and a hair ribbon.

“What’s this?” Don asked, picking it up.

“Looks like a girl’s hair ribbon,” Finnegan said, pulling a pair of white gloves out of his pocket and putting them on before taking the papers out of the bottom of the box. “Here’s Bernard’s statement to the police,” he said, then seemed to notice Don staring at his gloves. He laughed softly. “Librarians and museum archivists use these when they handle rare or historical materials,” he explained. “Skin oils can degrade these old papers. I know—a little compulsive for a police archive.”
“No, I think it’s a great idea. Why shouldn’t these archives be preserved?”
“That’s what I think, too,” Finnegan said, looking pleased. 

“He say anything interesting?” Don asked. Finnegan pulled out another pair of white gloves from his pocket and handed them to Don.

“Have at it, kiddo,” he said. Don smiled at that and put on the gloves, then started carefully leafing through the old papers. 

“Nothing really new here. Same story the newspaper articles had. But this is weird,” he said, holding up the hair ribbon. “It says that Bernard was holding this and kind of working it in his hands while he talked. He couldn’t save his daughter from burning up in a fire, but he has one of her hair ribbons with him? My partner found a picture of the family, and the younger daughter was wearing ribbons in her hair. Why would Bernard have her hair ribbon?”
“I s’pose he could have had it in his pocket for some reason.”
“Sarah,” Don said, reading her name in the report. Then he snapped out of the momentary distraction of just how awful it was that Sarah died the way she had, with her killer wandering around twisting her hair ribbon in his hands. “Men generally didn’t do their daughters’ hair back then . . . none of the whole ‘house husband–Mr. Mom’ thing going on like it sometimes is now. If I had a daughter who wore hair ribbons, I might have one stuck in my pocket from tying it in her hair, but a father a hundred years ago? Plus, Sarah was 12 according to these reports, so she most likely tied her own hair ribbons, if her mother didn’t do it.”
“You’ve got other information on the family? I’d love to see that.”
“You want to see the house? My partner and I are living there.”
“Really? Well, as my granddaughter says about everything, that would be ‘awesome.’”
“Here’s my card,” Don replied, laughing. “Just give me a call when you’re free sometime, and we’ll give you the fifty-cent tour, complete with the haunted rooms.”
“Haunted?”
“Do me a favor, don’t tell Bailey. He’ll think I’m nuts.”
“My lips are sealed. Personally, I believe in ghosts. Don’t think you could work down here all this time and not believe in them. If there’s nothing left of us after we die, then none of this stuff matters at all anymore,” he said, gesturing around him.

********

Michael Szczepanski was a tall, broad-shouldered man with close cut brown hair and a neat goatee. He had a nice smile and congenial manner. Tim could see how he would be able to attract quite a few partners, though his personal tastes ran more toward quirky blond detectives.

“The problem is on the third floor,” Tim said, leading the way there. He remembered Don’s comment about following him upstairs when he was wearing tight, faded jeans. He had jeans and a sweater on, but the pair Don liked so well had been retired for special occasions now.

“Nice,” Michael said and, given the path Tim’s thoughts had been taking, the comment startled him, especially since he’d been warned the contractor was a real operator. “The woodwork,” he added.

“Yes, it’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Tim replied hastily, feeling foolish to have jumped to the conclusion that his ass was so lethally beautiful that following him upstairs would bring every man to his knees. Literally.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had a job debunking a haunting before. You ever watch Ghost Hunters?”
“Yes, and now I wish I didn’t,” Tim replied, and Michael laughed at that. “Aaron told you what was going on?”
“He sort of had to so I knew what I was looking for. That the door?” he asked, gesturing at the cupola room door at the end of the hall.

“Yes,” Tim replied. It was closed at the moment, and the house was silent. The ghost was either not agitated, or on its good behavior in front of visitors.

“Let’s have a look,” he said, walking toward it, opening it. “That’s different,” he said, looking up at the painted ceiling. 

“I was hoping to turn it into a library of sorts,” Tim said.

“Until the ghost took it over, huh?” Michael had a smile on his face, but his tone wasn’t sarcastic or rude. “The door doesn’t seem to have much inclination to go one way or the other on its own,” he said, pushing it to and fro a few times. “I’ll get my stuff and really check things over. I’m mainly going to check the floors to see if they’re level, if the door’s hung properly, things like that. Sometimes these old houses settle and the floors are slanted, which gives the doors in certain locations an angle that makes them close on their own.”
“I see.”
“But you don’t think it’s anything like that, right?” 

“Aaron offered to have you check on it, and I know my partner wants it checked out, but no, I don’t think it’s structural.”
“Honestly, I don’t think so either. This floor feels solid, straight . . . and the door isn’t inclined to move one way or the other.” Without warning he jumped up and down twice. While the hardwood floors protested the movement, the door remained still. “See?”
“You’re still going to use your level on it though, right?”
“Sure. I’ll get my stuff. That wasn’t the official evaluation,” he added, chuckling. “So, what do you do, Tim?” he asked as they walked downstairs.

“I’m chief aide to Senator Platt,” he said.

“She’s the state senator, right?” Michael asked. Apparently he was as fascinated by politics and politicians as Don was.
“Yes, that’s right.”
“I’m not much of a political guy, but that sounds like an important job.”
“It has its moments,” Tim replied, smiling. “How long have you been in the contracting business?”
“Well, it wasn’t the original plan,” he said, pausing in the foyer. “It was my dad’s company, and he passed away suddenly when I was in college. I worked with him every summer–he wanted me to take over the business. I wasn’t really sure I wanted to, but then there it was, and my mom needed somebody to step in and run the hands-on part of it. She does all the books and office stuff. So here I am.”
“It was good of you to step in for her, even if it wasn’t your first choice.”
“Yeah, well, it’s been okay. I don’t mind the work and it was a ready-made successful business to step into at 21, which was nice. I’ve been at it 15 years now, and I like being my own boss. Don’t tell my mother I said that. She thinks she’s my boss,” he added, laughing.

“Isn’t she?”
“Pretty much,” Michael admitted, heading out to his truck. “She’s the dispatcher, too.”
A thorough evaluation of the third floor hallway, the room itself, the door, and a few other key areas of the house didn’t reveal anything that should be causing the door to open and shut on its own. Certainly nothing revealed a draft so powerful it would throw a lamp across the hall. As Tim waved Michael off, a woman in a sweatshirt and jeans hurried up the front walk.

“Hi, I’m Kathy Adams, your next door neighbor,” she said, gesturing toward the beautifully restored white Victorian next door.

“Hi, Kathy. I’m Tim Callahan,” he said, and they shook hands as they met at the base of the crooked steps.

“I am so glad to see someone buy this place who actually plans to fix it up,” she said, smiling. She looked to be in her thirties, with long brown hair tied back in a ponytail. “My husband and I inherited our place from my grandmother when we were first married. We’ve spent the last ten years updating everything.”
“The house is beautiful,” Tim commented. “You must have put a lot of work into it.”
“Yes, we have, but we love it. This is going to be a showplace when you get some paint on it, and the porch fixed,” she said, gesturing at the atrocious porch.

“It’s scheduled to be euthanized next week,” he said, and she laughed. “Did you know the people who lived here before?”
“The couple who were here just before you weren’t really here long enough to get to know them, and I rarely saw them outside, anyway. I did know Patricia, though, the elderly lady who lived here before them.  She was so sweet.”
“I understand she was ill at the end?” Tim asked.

“She’s in an assisted living place now,” Kathy replied. “The house was . . . too much for her at her age,” she added.

“She’s still alive?”
“Yes, she’s in her nineties. She was the granddaughter of the original owners.”
“The Bernard family?”
“Yes. She never married, inherited the house from her father when he passed. Sad to see the last of the original owners have to let go of the place. I guess there’s some family out West, in Sacramento, I think. Her niece and her family are the only ones still here, and I guess they didn’t want the house, or couldn’t afford to keep it.” She sighed, looking around the neighborhood. “Some of these houses have such a history to them.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Oh, so you know the story on your house?”
“About the fire? Yes, unfortunately, we know about it.”
“Well, you can’t let that spoil your enjoyment of it now. It’s a stunning house.”
“You knew Patricia well, then?”
“I used to take her some hot dishes a couple times a week, so she didn’t have to cook much.”
“Do you know who made that drawing on the wall in the downstairs bedroom?”
“Drawing? No.”
“Would you mind coming in and taking a look?”
“I guess not,” she replied, shrugging. Tim let her in the front door and led the way to the back bedroom.

“Please excuse the mess. We just had the kitchen redone and this is our temporary kitchen,” he said, explaining the presence of a small refrigerator, microwave, and table. 

“Can I peek?” she asked, pointing at the kitchen.

“Sure. It’s not done yet, but the cabinets are refinished. We can start moving in there now. I just haven’t gotten to it yet.”


“Oh, my gosh, it’s gorgeous!” she said, rushing up to look at the cabinets. “This wood is beautiful.”


“I had a feeling it would be, so we had them stripped and refinished. There was some ungodly linoleum on the floor I couldn’t live with, so that’s been pulled up and replaced with this,” he tapped his toe on the new tile floor. 

“I can’t wait to see what else you’ve done.”
“I can show you the master suite in a few minutes. We have that finished, but the rest is a work in progress.”
“I don’t want to intrude,” she said.

“No intrusion. I like showing it off,” he admitted, smiling. “This is what I wanted to show you back here, though,” he said, leading her into the back bedroom, pointing at the wall where the odd stick figures were drawn. “Were there any children who visited her who might have drawn it?”
“Patricia was . . . not entirely right in her mind the last few weeks she lived here. She probably drew it.”
“Why? Did she tell you?”
“No,” Kathy said, shaking her head. “She was having nightmares, hearing things, seeing things. . . . Her niece had her taken to the hospital, and then she went into the home . . . she never came back here.”
“Seeing things? Like what?”


“She was a sick old woman. I don’t think you want to hear this. It’s pretty morose stuff.”
“I’d like to know.”
“She kept saying that something in the house was out to get her, because they hated her grandmother, and that she knew about the murders. She never really explained what all that meant, but it was chilling—I never heard about any murders here, though my grandma talked about a couple suicides. . . . I can’t remember who they were, though. Patricia moved downstairs and slept in this room, because she said they were up there,” she added, pointing upstairs. “There’s just a half bath down here, and this room certainly isn’t anything as nice as the bigger rooms upstairs. She was scared to death of something in this house, or having delusions about it–which is possible. She was very old, and the doctors thought she had dementia.”
“That could explain it,” Tim said. “Thank you for telling me.”
“You’re welcome. I’m not sure it was a favor.”
“I want to know the truth about this house.”
“Patricia’s truth may have been a bit twisted.”
“Can she have visitors where she is?”
“Sure. I’ve gone to see her a couple times. Oddly enough, she seems better. I didn’t think people with dementia usually got better.”
“They don’t. If it’s really dementia.”
********
Clairmont Arms was posh as assisted living facilities go, with nicely landscaped grounds and a building that looked more like a sprawling one-floor home than an institution. There was a pond out front with a little footbridge, and a pavilion that could be used for outdoor activities. Tim had changed into a suit and tie, figuring an elderly woman would find him more credible and reputable dressed up. He had a knack with little old ladies, having been close to his grandmother and a couple of elderly great aunts who thought he was utterly charming. 

When he entered, there was no reception desk immediately visible; just a large social area with a fire in the fireplace, an elderly man playing the piano, and some of the residents seated here and there on nice furniture, or milling around, some with walkers or canes. If one had to be in an “old folks’ home,” this was definitely the way to go.

“May I help you?” A young woman in slacks and a dressy blouse approached him. She wore a name tag that said, “Judy.”
“I’d like to visit one of your residents. Patricia Bernard.”
“She’s in her room right now. Are you family?”
“A friend of the family,” he said. 

“Your name?”
“Tim Callahan. I understand she has dementia, so I don’t know if she’d recognize a name.”
“Dementia? I don’t think Patti has dementia,” Judy said, smiling. “There are days she’s sharper than I am.”
“Then . . . tell her I live in her old house.”
“All right. Please have a seat and I’ll let her know you’re here.”
“Thank you.”
Tim found a seat near the door, where he wasn’t intruding on one of the little groups of seniors chattering away. Within moments, a tiny lady with snow-white hair wearing a blue dress toddled over to where he was and sat in the chair next to him. 

“Good afternoon,” she said, giving him a smile.

“Good afternoon,” he replied, smiling back. “How are you today?” he added.

“Fine, just fine. Are you here to visit someone?”
“Yes, Patricia,” he said.

“I’ve seen all Patricia’s family,” she said. Then she patted his hand. “My memory isn’t perfect, but I’d remember you.” He had to laugh at that.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’m just a friend of the family.”
“You remind me of my husband,” she said. “He was tall, handsome like you when we were younger.”
“I consider that a great compliment,” Tim said. “My name is Tim Callahan.”
“Oh, and an Irish lad! My James was Irish, too,” she said. “I’m Rose.”
“Nice to meet you, Rose.” He paused. “Maybe you can clear something up for me. A friend of Patricia’s told me she had dementia, but the hostess said she didn’t. What do you think?”
“I think Patricia is even older than me, so she’s got some cobwebs in her attic,” Rose replied. “She thinks her house was haunted,” she whispered, looking around to be sure no one overheard. “Other than that, she does all right.”


“We all have our little delusions,” Tim commented, and she chuckled. 

“Sometimes those keep us going.”
“Mr. Callahan?” Judy approached them. “Patti would like to see you. Right this way.”
“Rose, it was lovely meeting you,” he said, and she extended a bony little hand to him and he kissed the back of it. “Thank you for visiting with me.”
“My pleasure,” she said. He could feel her beady little eyes following him.

“Rose is a charmer, isn’t she?” Judy said as they walked toward Patricia’s room. 

“She reminds me of one of my great aunts,” he said. “I grew up around some feisty little old ladies.”
“Ah, so you’ve had on-the-job training, so to speak?”
“You could call it that, yes.”
Patricia’s room was decorated in soft shades of blue, and had a small sitting area in addition to a bedroom set that was the same as one you’d find in any home. She apparently didn’t need a hospital bed, and from the presence of just a walker near her chair, Tim assumed she was still fairly mobile for her age. 

The lady herself was slender but tall, dressed in gray slacks, a blouse, and a sweater with a pink and gray floral pattern. She wore a pink scarf around her neck accented with a sparkling pin, and her gray hair was upswept. Little diamond earrings glinted from her earlobes. She looked a bit like royalty granting an audience. There was something familiar about her, and then he realized it was her resemblance to Daniel Bernard’s second wife.

“Patricia, this is Mr. Callahan,” Judy introduced.

“Miss Bernard,” Tim greeted, smiling.

“That will be all, Judy,” she said, giving the woman a pointed look.

“Thank you,” Tim added, and Judy smiled knowingly, taking her leave.

“Sit down.”
“Thank you.” Tim sat in the other nearby chair. “I appreciate you seeing me.”
“I will keep this brief, Mr. Callahan. If you are living in that house, move.”
“I know about the . . . disturbance there.”
“Disturbance? That house is a hotbed of angry spirits. It nearly drove me mad.”
“You’re Daniel Bernard’s granddaughter?”
“Yes, granddaughter of Daniel and Olivia, his second wife. Of course, if you know the house’s history, you know there would be no heirs from his first wife and her children.”
“I think. . . . There’s no polite way to say this. I think your grandfather—“
“Killed his family? He did.” Her matter-of-fact statement startled him. “My grandmother was terrified of him once she found out. He swept her off her feet–rich, handsome widower with the finest house in town. My grandmother was from a good family, but not that good. They had two children, a boy, my father, and a girl. Their daughter, Amelia, committed suicide in that house.”
“My God. Was she . . . ill, or—“
“She was ill like I have dementia. She heard voices, saw things. They kept her locked up in that third floor room like the crazy relative you don’t talk about.”
“The cupola room?”
“She went completely mad locked up in there until she fashioned a noose out of bed sheets and hung herself from the light fixture when she was sixteen years old. The same age as her half-sister, Charlotte, when she was murdered by their father.”
“Most of the disturbances are on the third floor, surrounding that room.”
“Believe me, there are more.”
“I know. I . . . saw something on the second floor.”
“Just one thing? My dear, you obviously haven’t been living there long then. Whatever you paid for it, it’s not worth what it will do to you if you stay. My father’s sister could attest to that.”
“I want to help your family . . . the family that’s trapped in that house. Maybe if they find justice—“
“Did it ever occur to you that they don’t want justice? They want vengeance,” she said. “I never did anything to those people. They were my blood relatives. They drove me nearly mad, until I was hauled out of that house babbling incoherently and painting things on the walls. My grandmother went mad in that house, after my grandfather died. She saw things, heard voices. She hung herself in the same room where her daughter had.”
“Oh, my God.”
“You wanted the whole, sordid story. Our family went from being one of the finest names in town to being the crazy people who heard voices and killed themselves. Of course, it was assumed that was a flaw in the bloodline brought in by my grandmother, the much-despised second wife Daniel Bernard married barely a year after his family’s deaths.”
“What did the stick figures mean?”
“I was nearly driven out of my mind in that house. Who knows?”
“You do,” he insisted. She took in a deep breath and pinned him with an intent stare. 

“I had nightmares. Horrible, vivid nightmares about their deaths. If you’re seeing things now, you need to get out of that house.” She paused. “If you’re determined to follow this through, there’s proof somewhere in that house. My grandmother found it, that’s how she knew. I suppose she hid it again, and she’d never say what it was. It must still be there, because it’s not the kind of thing someone would find and not talk about or show around, or take to authorities.”
“But you don’t know what ‘it’ is?”
“I can’t imagine.”
“You painted four stick figures on the wall in the downstairs bedroom. What does it mean?”
“I don’t remember painting stick figures on the walls, but I’m told I did that. I don’t remember much about the last days I was in the house. I only know that I’m grateful my niece visited when she did, and moved me out of there.”
“Maybe if I could find the proof and bring the whole horrible thing out into the light, it would give your relatives some measure of peace, and maybe settle what’s going on in the house.”
“Yes, maybe,” she said, arching her brows a bit. “And it could drive you mad in the process. I guess you’ll have to decide how important it is.”
“I saw the younger girl dead. My partner thinks it was some kind of sleepwalking dream, I think it was a vision . . . I feel like I need to help her; like someone does. Whatever horror this has spiraled into in the house, it began with the slaughter of innocent children . . . for what? Money? Another woman?”
“My grandmother didn’t start seeing my grandfather until after he was widowed. Leaving his wife and three children would have been scandalous in those days, and costly, possibly forcing him to move out of that elaborate house he’d just built. When you think of the evil it would take to slaughter your own children because of money, then you have a clue what could be at work in that house.”
********

Don’s cell phone rang as he was leaving police headquarters. He smiled when he saw Timmy’s name pop up on the ID, even though he dreaded telling him about the impending plea bargain in the Norris case. 

“Hey, beautiful,” he answered. “Where are you? You want to meet for a latte?” 

“We need to talk about the house.”
“What did the contractor say?”
“Nothing much, but that’s not what we need to talk about. I visited Patricia Bernard today.”
“Who’s that?”
“Daniel Bernard’s granddaughter—the old woman who lived in the house before the people who sold it to us. She’s the one who drew the stick figures on the wall. The story gets worse.”
“I can tell,” he said, picking up on the edge in Timmy’s voice. “I’m about ten minutes from the Wired Monk,” he added, referring to a popular coffee shop and internet café where they sometimes met for coffee.

“I’ll meet you there.”
“Order something decaffeinated,” Don said.

“Always the comedian,” Timmy retorted, but there was a little humor in his voice. 

Tim was already seated and sipping at a beverage from an industrial size coffee mug when Don walked in. His usual drink was waiting for him on the table.

“You made good time,” he said to Timmy, who took another drink out of the steaming mug. “You look spiffy, too.”
“I thought this look would work better with little old ladies. It usually does. Donald, that house . . . my God, you don’t know the half of it.”
Great.” Don took a couple gulps of his own drink and let its warmth dispel some of the late October chill. It would soon be Halloween. How fucking appropriate.
Timmy recounted his conversation with Patricia, including the proof she claimed was hidden somewhere in the house. 

“You’re sure she’s playing with a full deck now?”
“She’s as lucid as we are. People don’t get better from dementia or Alzheimer’s. That’s how they diagnosed her, but now that she’s out of that house, she’s better. She’s startlingly clear-headed for a woman of her age.”
“What did the contractor have to say?”
“Donald, haven’t you been listening to anything I said? This isn’t about a crooked floor or a draft!” he stated in a breathy whisper. “Our house is haunted, apparently by more than one entity.”
“And they’re all pissed off,” Don added, slumping back in his chair. 

“We need to find whatever it was her grandmother found that tipped her off about the murders.”
“I checked the records at the Albany PD. Nothing new there that wasn’t in the papers, except for Sarah’s hair ribbon. I guess he had it with him when he talked to the police, and kept fiddling with it while he gave his statement.”
“It’s hard to believe someone could do that and have any feelings, but maybe even he wasn’t enough of a monster not to have trouble with what he did. Her name was Sarah? She looked like a Sarah somehow,” Tim said, smiling, as if he were talking about a friend rather than a ghost bedeviling them in their new house.

“Honey, I need to talk to you about something else for a minute. It’s about the Norris case.”
“You found something new about the murder?”
“I mean about Joseph Norris.”
“Oh. Whatever it is, I’m not going to like it, am I?” 
“I seriously doubt it,” Don said honestly, taking a deep breath. “The DA is talking with Norris’s lawyer about a plea deal.”
“You’re joking.”
“I wish I were, not that I would. I don’t like it, either.”
“That’s ridiculous. He had a whole bag of supplies with him that he was going to use to. . . . He told me what he was going to do to me,” Timmy said, keeping his voice low. “What are they taking off the table?”
“The kidnaping and attempted murder charges. He’d plead guilty to breaking and entering and first- degree assault.”
“That’s it? Assault? Do I get any say in this?”
“Not exactly a ‘say’, but the DA would like your support.”

“Well, he can forget that. And if there’s any way possible for me to spread the word in my political circles that he’s soft on crime, that he’d take the side of the assailant when an innocent citizen was victimized in his own home . . . well, you can tell him to stay tuned to hear about that in the local media.” Timmy leaned back in his chair. He was fuming in a way Don rarely saw him fume. 

“Why don’t we go downtown and tell him in person?” Don suggested. Tim’s whole posture changed at that, as if new life had been breathed into his body. “He doesn’t have to take orders from us, but we sure as hell can make waves about it.”
“You’d do that?”
“You know how I hate to ruffle the feathers of the powers that be,” Don said, giving him a little smile, taking a drink of his coffee. “For you, I’ll make an exception,” he added, and Tim laughed then.

********

They only waited a short time in the reception area of the District Attorney’s office. Though his secretary said he had meetings all day and she couldn’t guarantee he could work them in, they were in a good position to pounce on him when he came back from wherever his most recent meeting was. 
A tall, slender man with receding brown hair and glasses, George Townsend looked deceptively mild mannered. He had a reputation for being ruthless in the courtroom, and cultivated his tough stance against crime and lenient plea deals at election time. Before his secretary could introduce them, he paused in his stride through the office as Don and Tim both stood. 

“We’d like to discuss the Norris case with you,” Tim said. “I don’t believe we’ve met formally.” He extended his hand. “I’m Tim Callahan, and this is my partner, Don Strachey.”
“It’s a pleasure, gentlemen, but I am on my way to another meeting—“
“This won’t take long, but I think it’s worth a few minutes of your time,” Tim said.

“I’m fully aware of the details of the case, and if you’re here to discuss the plea bargain, be assured I don’t take victim’s concerns lightly. Now I really have to return a few calls before my meeting.”
“How can you put any kind of priority on my concerns when you don’t know what they are?”
“I was speaking in general terms,” he said, seeming a bit flustered. “Please, come in,” he relented, leading the way into his office and closing the door behind them. “Have a seat.” He laid his briefcase on the end of his large, polished wood desk and then sat behind it as Don and Tim took seats in the visitors’ chairs across from him. “I assure you the plea deal we’re working on with Norris’s lawyer is far from lenient. He’ll still do time.”
“You’re taking the kidnaping and attempted murder charges off the table. How is that not lenient?” Don asked.

“He’s never going to walk normally again, and he’ll do time in prison.”
“The only reason he’s suffering any serious consequences is because my partner got home early and saved my life.” Tim took in a deep breath. “Have you ever had someone strip you naked against your will, Mr. Townsend?”
“No, I can’t say I have,” he replied, glancing down at his desk, seeming uncomfortable to meet Tim’s eyes.

“Once he hit me with the stun gun, I couldn’t move. At least, not enough to do any good. Do you know what it’s like to not be able to resist someone while they strip you, put you on a bed, and tie your wrists and ankles?”
“Mr. Callahan, I’ve encountered a lot of . . . difficult cases in my career. I’ve prosecuted cases of murdered children, and sexual assault victims. They’re all horrible in their own ways.”
“Have you ever sat there and put yourself in the victim’s place?”
“If I did that, I would most likely be insane by now.”
“Do it this once, then. Picture yourself in your home, where you feel reasonably safe, just in from an evening event, relaxing, thinking about getting ready for bed, and then suddenly someone’s in the room, aiming a gun at you, assaulting you, demeaning you, terrorizing you . . . and while you’re tied down and can’t defend yourself, describing to you a horrific, sadistic torture killing, and how he’s going to do each one of those things to you, to the extent he can figure out how to recreate that assault on a man. Things like jamming a huge metal object inside you. Like slicing up your flesh with a knife, possibly cutting off your nipples and mutilating your genitals. All this time you’re tied down, naked and helpless, without much hope of anyone coming to your rescue and no way to save yourself. The least of the tortures he has lined up is the whipping, but even that . . . the pain is white-hot and you find yourself wondering if this is the least of it, how you’re going to endure the rest of it, how you can stand it until he finally, by then mercifully, slits your throat from ear to ear and leaves you to bleed out for your spouse to find.”
Don took Tim’s hand, but he couldn’t speak. He wasn’t sure what was choking him more effectively —the threat of tears or the bile rising in his throat. In any event, he couldn’t overcome either of them, and could only hope to hold them at bay. He was awed by Timothy’s strength as he sat there, recounting that horror, his eyes a bit moist but otherwise composed.

“If we work a plea deal with Norris, you won’t have to testify to all this in open court.”
“Why should I be ashamed to testify? Why should I fear it? Lately, some things have happened . . . suffice it to say that I’ve come to view having a voice, and having the opportunity to stand up and demand justice for myself as a privilege, one that a lot of victims never have. There are people who die in awful ways, and are denied justice, or even a voice—unsolved cases that leave the victims with nothing, no justice. If you can be lucky as a victim, I am. I know who attacked me, and I can do everything possible to make sure he pays for it to the fullest extent of the law. His lawyer can engage all the legal maneuvers he wants, but he can’t shut me up and he can’t change the truth of what that . . . monster he’s representing did to me.” Tim paused. “I’m not fond of brandishing threats of the media, but if I have to go to every media outlet that will listen to tell what he really did to me, and what he really is, and what the DA settled for . . . so help me God, you’ll see my face in so many places and hear my voice and read my words so often that you’ll wish you’d just given me my one legitimate chance to have my say.”
Townsend stared at him for a long moment, looking a little stunned. Then a smile curved the corners of his mouth, and he looked just a bit predatory. 

“Mr. Callahan, let’s take this case to a jury. I will enjoy telling Norris’s lawyer just what he can do with his plea negotiations. It’s been a while since I flexed my courtroom muscles, and had a victim who was quite as adamant about testifying as you are. I may handle this one personally.”
“Thank you. Anything you need from me, let me know.”
“Just your testimony. That should be more than enough.”
“We appreciate your time,” Tim said, standing, and Don stood with him, hoping his legs were steady and solid beneath him. He was so proud of Timothy, and yet so horrified all over again by what he’d been through. What Don’s job had put him through.

Townsend shook hands with both of them.

“No, Mr. Callahan, I appreciate your time and your persistence. And maybe a bit of a wake-up call. Building an immunity to identifying with victims is a survival tactic in this line of work, but sometimes it makes us a bit too insensitive and oblivious to the truths of the cases we’re prosecuting.”
********

As they walked down the hall from the prosecutor’s office, Don excused himself quickly and darted into the men’s room. Tim stood there a moment, puzzled. At first he figured maybe Don’s latte had just hit bottom more quickly than usual, but he was concerned. He stepped into the otherwise empty restroom, just in time to hear the final sounds of retching from the stall where part of Don’s crouched form was visible beneath the partitions. 

“Donald?” He approached the stall. “Honey, are you okay?”
“I’ll be right out,” he croaked.

“It’s okay. Take your time. I’m here,” he added. A moment later, Don walked out of the stall looking white as a sheet, a bit shell-shocked. He leaned on the sink. “I should have thought about how hard that would be for you to hear again,” Tim said, touching his hair. 

“God, Timothy, don’t apologize. I did this to you.”
“No, you didn’t. You saved my life.”
“Which would never have been in danger in the first place if it hadn’t been for me.”
Tim paused a moment, then thought through his words carefully before speaking. 

“The spouses and families of police, FBI agents, prosecutors, even defense lawyers, can be put in danger because of those jobs. Without them, we wouldn’t have a justice system. We’d be lawless, like some kind of wild frontier without even a sheriff or a decent lynch mob to take care of business. If no one stepped up—“
“I’m a lousy private dick, Timothy. I don’t have one of those jobs. I get paid by the hour to dig into people’s most sordid secrets so someone can use the information against them. I’m not fighting for truth and justice out there, so don’t give me credit for being any kind of hero, because I’m not, and my chances at being one died a whole lot of years ago.”
The words hit Tim like a ton of bricks. “Is that what you really think?”


“It’s not what I think. It’s reality.”
“So all the people you’ve helped don’t count? Don’t matter?”
“Honey, I love you for trying to come up with something here, but the reality is, this lousy fucking job of mine put you through all that, and it’s not the first time you’ve gotten hurt.”
“What about Amy? A runaway who was trapped in a world of pornography and prostitution with a lowlife like Frank Zailian. Now she’s a freshman at SUNY Albany majoring in Social Work, volunteering at Safe Zone mentoring other kids who’ve been through the kinds of things she went through. Donald, all that happened because you kept your promise to her, and you thought she was worth more than three million dollars in bonds. Who knows if she’d even be alive today if it weren’t for you?”
“Amy is a survivor. She’s smart and she’s a good girl. She’d have figured something out.”
“She was just a girl up against a violent criminal and his goons. And what about Dorothy and Edith? They lived with a secret that was destroying their lives; their safety and their home were on the line. I think they’d disagree with your assessment of how useless your job is, that you’re not a hero.”
“It’s not that I’m not glad I could help them, but if I lost you, none of it would matter. Nothing would matter to me, ever again.”
“It matters to me. Don, you do good for people.” He took both of Don’s hands. “And you’re my hero. You’re my heart and soul, and the light of my life. It is not your fault that Norris hurt me. God forbid someone could just as easily hurt you because they were angry about something I said or did either because of my job with Senator Platt, or because of a gay rights group I belong to or speak out for. Every day of our lives, all of us have the potential to cross paths with the wrong person, to do something or be involved in something that makes someone . . . unbalanced, angry. Honey, you’re Norris’s victim as much as I am. He hurt both of us. He did what he did to hurt you, and it did. You have a right to your own pain.”
Don slipped his arms around Tim and held on, burying his face against Tim’s shoulder.

“It’s okay, baby.” Tim smiled, stroking Don’s hair, kissing his temple, just holding him for a few moments. Then he said, “Wanna go home and wallpaper the guest bathroom?” 

“You sure know how to sweet talk a guy,” Don replied, laughing as he stepped back.

“Ghosts or no ghosts, the movers are going to be there Monday with all our stuff, and we’re painfully behind. Hopefully Saturday’s painting party will get us caught up.”
“Painting party?” Don asked, arching his eyebrows.

“Well, speaking of Amy, she and a few of her friends are coming over to help us paint. I thought you could round up Kenny, and maybe if Kenny’s there, we can invite Aaron. We’ll have drinks, snacks, dinner, make a party out of it. Why don’t you invite Bailey?”
“I’m sure he’d love to help us paint our haunted house.”
“You never know if you don’t ask.”
“We can’t paint over what’s wrong with that house.”
“What I said in there to Townsend? It’s true. What those people suffered, what they’re still suffering over a hundred years later, with no voice, no chance at justice . . . it made me realize that testifying against Norris, fighting for justice for what he did to me, to us . . . it’s a right that shouldn’t be squandered. Like the right to vote, or free speech. Seeking justice when you’ve been a crime victim is a right not every victim has access to. In some odd way, Sarah helped me see that. They all did. Those poor people have helped me get my strength back, and my courage. Now I want to help them.”
“That’s my Timothy,” Don said, smiling at him affectionately. “You even want to fight for the human rights of ghosts. I love you, in case I haven’t said that lately.

“You don’t leave me in doubt on that point,” Tim replied, slipping his hand into Don’s as they left the restroom and walked down the hall toward the exit. 

********

“A little teamwork would be good here!” Don hollered, not sure where Timothy had wandered off to when he left the guest bathroom to take a phone call. He hated wallpapering, and now he was meticulously trimming the dark green paper with the floral design to fit around the back of the sink—a job that, given his partner’s standards of absolute symmetry and perfection, he felt Timmy should be part of. “Timothy!” Just as Don was about to go hunt him down, his own cell phone rang. Bailey’s number was on his ID.

“Hey,” he answered.

“We found another murder case with a similar M.O. to Melissa Norris’s.”
“Just now? I mean, don’t you guys check for that stuff right away?”
“Of course we do. The reason this one slipped through the cracks was the age of the case. It happened almost fifteen years ago. We typically don’t look that far back to associate two cases, unless it’s part of a long string of them. There aren’t any other similar unsolved cases in the interim. So if it’s the same doer, he had to go on hiatus for thirteen years until he murdered Melissa Norris.”
“But you think it’s related?”
“It’s almost blow-by-blow the same crime. The assault, mutilation, torture . . . the victimology; it’s a carbon copy.”
“They must have had a suspect list.”
“Yeah, they do. Includes a guy named Lucas Bressler.”
“How old was he? If he’s the same ‘built’ guy that Melissa had all this heat with, he couldn’t be a broken down old man by now.”
“He was in his early twenties. That would put him mid-thirties when he was hanging out with Melissa. He lives in Albany, works for a landscaping company. We’re checking with them now to find out if they did any work for the Norrises. I’m thinking her story about meeting him in a bar could have just been what she told her sister-in-law. She could have met the guy she was having an affair with anywhere, but if she told Krista he was one of the lawn guys? That would narrow it down if she did say something to Joseph.”
“And we all know what an even-tempered son of a bitch he is. Who was the victim?”
“Sandra Marie Murdoch, 28 years old, pretty girl. Looks a little like Melissa.”
“What about her? I mean, the Lucas thing could be a coincidence, though I’m not too keen on those. Any other ties to Melissa?”
“Not really, other than being the same physical type. She’s about ten years younger than Melissa was at the time of her death.”
“The perp’s older now, too, so maybe his tastes go for someone closer to his own age.”
“Could be. You have some time to go through the case file?”
“I’m wallpapering.”
“Like I said, you want to go through the case file?” Bailey repeated with a smile in his voice.

“Yeah, I think I’d like that, since my partner seems to have jumped ship on me. I’ll be there in about a half hour.” He hung up the phone, then felt that rush of apprehension he always felt, ever since Timmy was attacked, about leaving him alone in the evening. The fact the house was as unpredictable as it was didn’t help. Things had been quiet so far, but then the disturbances weren’t continuous.

He walked out into the second floor hall and looked both ways. “Timothy!” he let out a loud bellow.

“I’m up here!” Timmy didn’t sound distressed, so Don took his time heading up to the third floor. 

“Up here where?” he asked.

“In here,” Tim hollered back from one of the bedrooms. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor, digging through a large carton of books and papers.

“Did I miss something, or were we wallpapering the bathroom?”
“You were doing such a nice job—“
“Yeah, whatever,” Don said, moving closer to where he sat. “I thought you were all in a dither about getting the house ready for our furniture next week.”
“I am, but I got sidetracked. By the way, my mother told me to give you a hug for her.”
“I had a feeling when you took that call I wouldn’t see you for quite a while. Bailey called. He has something on the Norris case he wants me to look at.” He sat next to Timmy on the floor. “Well?” he said expectantly, waiting until Timmy leaned over and hugged him. “That’s more like it.”
“There’s more where that came from,” Timmy said, kissing him, then sliding his hands under the tank shirt Don wore, pushing it up, waiting until he raised his arms so the shirt could be removed and tossed aside. He took Don in his arms and kissed him again, his hands caressing Don’s back.

Ready to get into the fun himself, Don pulled back enough to pull the t-shirt Timmy was wearing over his head and nuzzling his neck, pressing their bodies together as they fell back on the floor, laughing, glad there was a layer of worn carpeting under them, even if it was an ugly brown and needed replacing. 

They fumbled with belts and zippers until their underwear and jeans were pushed down and they had a good friction going, mouths locking together, tongues making love to each other as they moved. As they got closer to climax, Don tore himself away from Timmy’s mouth to gasp and call out his name. Timmy’s hand was in his hair, his other hand caressing and grabbing his ass, pulling him closer, trying to increase the pressure while he arched into his own climax. 

“I love you, beautiful,” Don whispered in his ear, smiling, kissing and nibbling at the lobe. “God, you smell good.”
“I smell like wallpaper glue,” he replied, hugging Don close and kissing him. 

“Maybe we found a new aphrodisiac,” Don joked, sucking a tasty spot on Timmy’s neck. 

“You should get going, because now you have to shower before you go see Bailey.”
“I have to shower all by myself?”
“If you want to get there somewhere near when you told him you would.”
“He’s always there late, and I was unavoidably detained,” Don said, grinning at Timmy, then kissing him. “You need to shower, too, and we spent a hell of a lot of money on that big shower stall if we’re not gonna use it.”
“We used it this morning,” Tim replied, laughing.

“See, we haven’t used it all day.”
“Okay, okay,” he relented. Don stood, and then offered him a hand to pull him up. They tugged their pants into place long enough to go downstairs to their bathroom, where they shed the disheveled clothes and started the shower. 

It didn’t take long to rekindle the fire they’d started on the floor with the warm water flowing over them and a little shower gel to get skin slippery. 

“I like the lube shelf in here,” Don gasped as Tim reached for the tube. He laughed out loud at that.

“It’s not a lube shelf, Donald.”


“It is for us,” he protested. “Unless you’re going to put that in my hair,” he said, turning around, bracing himself against the wall of the shower. 

“Not quite,” he replied, kissing the back of Don’s neck while his finger slipped inside, spreading the lube, rubbing over his prostate. A moment later, Timmy was sliding inside him in one long, slow, steady move that made him groan, his fingers flexing on the wall of the shower, feeling like he needed to grab onto something, the pressure was so good, so intense. “Bailey can wait until morning,” Tim said, pumping inside him, reaching down to stroke his cock. 

“Let’s not . . . talk about . . . Bailey right now,” Don gasped, and Tim laughed at that. 

“As soon as you tell me you’re mine for the night.”
“I’m yours,” he replied, breathless, “always yours.”
“Good answer,” Timmy said, his other hand sliding up to rub over Don’s wet, slick nipples, pinching them gently. Don wasn’t sure what to focus on first, and since it all felt good, he didn’t try. He just gave in to the little jolts of sensation from his nipples, the insistent stroking of his cock, and the undeniable movement and pressure on his prostate. That wasn’t even taking into account the warm, slick feeling of Timmy’s body pressed against his back, or his breath in Don’s ear while he muttered something loving and yet just a little filthy there. 

When he came, Tim was with him, and they were both moaning and shouting and coming together until Don let himself slump, knowing strong arms would come around him, holding him up, pulling him close, turning him so they could face each other, kiss, and finally just share a smile and a touch of foreheads that was pure love. 

Once they had dried off and gotten into bed, Don called Bailey and told him something had come up, and he’d call him in the morning to set up a time to go over the case file. 

“I don’t think we’re going to finish the wallpapering tonight,” Don joked, and Timmy laughed softly. 

“You didn’t leave it hanging or creased, did you?”
“You’re worried about the wallpaper?”
“Considering what it cost per foot, you should be, too.”
“No, Martha Stewart, I didn’t crease the wallpaper,” Don teased, snuggling against Timmy, his head on his partner’s chest. 

“Martha Stewart? Please. Do I look like Martha Stewart?”
“Hopefully your chest is hairier,” Don replied, kissing it, caressing it. 

“And I’m a better decorator.”
“And a better cook.”
“Well played,” Tim teased, kissing Don. 

“I’ve learned a few things over the years.”
“Let’s take a nap and then maybe I can teach you a few more.”
Don gave him a look, and Timmy just smiled and winked at him. 

********

The flash of light was almost blinding, and a strange noise followed. He squinted, blinked, and tried to focus on the image before him. White faces with dead eyes, twisted in the odd expressions only death can bring, bloody patches on their clothing or visible gashes in their throats, laid out as if in their coffins, yet lined up on a bed. . . . He couldn’t recall ever seeing anything so awful, and he tried to make his legs move to get away, tried to force his voice out in a scream, but he remained silent. 

“Timmy, wake up, sweetheart.”
He grasped onto the sound of Don’s voice like a lifeline, and when he woke up and opened his eyes to look into his partner’s familiar, handsome, concerned face there in the shadows of the room, he was unspeakably grateful.

“Don, it was terrible,” he said, relieved his voice was back, more relieved that he was pulled into Don’s warm arms and held close.

“You’re shaking.” Don’s voice held the tenderness of a caress, and Tim shut out the awful images in his dream by hiding his face against Don’s chest, clinging to him. “Do you want to talk about it, honey?”
“They were all . . . bloody,” he said. 

“The Bernards?”
“Yes . . . I could see them as clearly as if I were right there in the room. They were all laid out on the bed, almost like you would lay someone out in state, but it was awful, some cross between a funeral scene and a crime scene.”
“It was just a dream, honey,” Don said gently, stroking Tim’s hair, kissing his forehead.

“Was it?” Tim leaned up on his elbow. “Is anything in this house that simple?”
“You’ve been concentrating on this thing all day . . . for days on end. You had a nightmare.”
Tim flopped back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. “What if it means something?”
“It doesn’t fit, that’s why I think it was just a dream. They were all found in their individual rooms. They weren’t all lined up in one place.”
“Don, that’s it!” Tim sat up, the two images connecting in his head. He got out of bed and grabbed his robe, pulling it on as he headed out of the room.

“Wait for me,” Don called after him.

Tim hurried downstairs, flipping on lights as he went, finally reaching what he needed to see: the stick figures on the wall in the downstairs bedroom. “Donald, hurry!” he yelled and, in a moment, Don was next to him. He touched the figures, which began with the largest and ended with the smallest: Mrs. Bernard, her daughter, Charlotte, her younger daughter, Sarah, and the youngest child, the little boy, William.

“What is it?”
“This is what I saw. Donald, this is what Patricia Bernard saw, why she drew this. The bodies lined up on a bed. Lying down, in order of size, just like this drawing. She was trying to express what her nightmares were showing her.”
“Kind of a leap, isn’t it? That you and the old lady who lived here before had the same nightmare?”
“No, not really.”
“If that’s true . . . you said she was so far gone when they hauled her out of here that everyone thought she had dementia.”
“She was an old woman all alone here. I’m not alone, and I know what we’re up against. I’m not going crazy, Don.”
“I don’t think you are, sweetheart. I just don’t want you to. I’m sorry for these people and what happened to them, but I love you. You’re the one I care about, and your sanity is worth more than figuring this out.”
“What does it mean, though?” Tim stared at the stick figures on the wall. 

“Maybe just that the family was killed—that explains the four bodies laid out.”
“They were in that order on the bed in my dream.” 






“What else was happening in the dream?” Don asked.

“There was a flash of bright light.”
“Like a light turning on, or maybe light from the fire?”
“It was like a little explosion.”
“Like a flashbulb going off.”
“Yes, like that . . . and there was a sound, too. I’ve been trying to place it, but you’re right. Don, it was a camera. An old camera and an old-fashioned camera flash. Oh, my God, Donald, that’s it. That piece of evidence that Patricia’s grandmother found. She said it was something that was proof of the murders. What better proof than a photograph?”
“That’s fucking twisted. A photo of your dead family?”
“Yes, in his case, it’s horrible . . . monstrous. But in Victorian times, it wasn’t unusual. People sometimes took family portraits with dead loved ones, or portraits of the dead person. They didn’t take photos like they do now . . . it was more of a luxury, certainly a more formal occasion than snapping photos with smartphones today.”
“If it was such a big deal, is it likely Bernard could stop in the middle of killing his family to set up a portrait, take it with the clunky old equipment, then stage the fire and set it?”
“Who was going to interrupt him? They were all dead.”
“His story was that the house was on fire when he got back from a city council meeting and a long evening at his men’s club. There was no indication in the police file, such as it was, that anyone checked his alibi.”
“Even if they had, that’s like someone today saying he was out drinking with his buddies before he got home. A bunch of guys drinking, whether it was in a stuffy men’s club with cigars and old scotch, or a bar with too many beers, a bunch of half-drunk guys aren’t a reliable check on the time.”
“How many people had cameras back then or knew how to use them?” Don chewed his lip a moment. “We need to know if Daniel Bernard did.”
“Patricia might know.”
“Then let’s see if she’ll talk to us again.”
********

“Timothy thought I should invite you to our painting party this weekend,” Don said to Bailey as they sat in his office on either side of his desk, the case file from the other murder case between them.

“Should I bring my crucifix and my garlic necklace?” Bailey quipped. Don groaned and dropped his forehead on his folded hands on the desk. 

“Fuck.”
“Finnegan let it slip. He was pretty psyched about your visit. It’s not every day one of his dusty file boxes takes on so much significance.” Bailey paused while Don raised his head again. “You have ghosts?”
“I’d like to say we don’t, or say that Timothy’s hallucinating, but something’s definitely going on in that place.”
“But it’s mostly your partner who’s seeing things?” Bailey was quiet a moment, and Don had a feeling he knew what was coming. He hoped Bailey phrased it right so he didn’t find it necessary to slug a cop. “You know, he did go through something pretty traumatic . . . traumatic enough that you moved out of your house because of it.” At Don’s surprised expression, Bailey added, “I didn’t make detective without being able to tie some things together. You sell a house that was immaculate and in perfect condition to buy that bag of bones you’re living in now? I don’t think the timing was coincidental.”
“Bag of bones? Yeah, that’s funny.”
Bailey cocked his head with a smirk, then became serious again. “All I’m saying is that sometimes people who go through assaults like that can have some . . . issues. Maybe he’s haunted, not the house.” Bailey’s tone was cautious, and his expression didn’t make Don feel that he was trying to insult Timothy. He sounded concerned.

“The old woman who lived there before just about went nuts there. They thought she had dementia, but now that she’s in an assisted living place, she’s doing better.”
“Which proves what? She’s probably on medication now and in a setting where whatever screw’s loose in her upper storey isn’t being fed all the time by hanging around in that house by herself. Have you seen or heard anything in that house that can’t be explained?”
“Timothy said—“
“You. Personally. First hand. Not something your partner saw or heard or told you about. Have you seen anything for yourself that’s beyond logical explanation?”
“I’ve heard the footsteps, and there’s a door that closes by itself upstairs.”
“My house is 30 years old, and the guest bedroom door closes by itself unless I put a doorstop under it, and when the furnace is on, the floorboards sometimes make noise that sounds like footsteps. My house isn’t haunted by anything but some lousy decorating and a few dirty dishes.”
“Everything Timothy has seen or heard or told me about fits in with the history of the house.”
“That’s kind of a chicken and the egg situation. Didn’t he find out about the house’s history right after you bought the place to get away from the aftermath of the Norris thing?”
“We got the call from some woman at the Historical Society the first night we spent in the house.” Don sighed. “I believe him.”
“I’m not implying that he’s lying, just that he might be interpreting some things or imagining some things. PTSD is an unpredictable thing.”
“He’s really invested in getting to the bottom of the case from back then, in helping those people find peace.”
“I’m no shrink, but don’t you think there could be a little projection going on there?”
“Timmy’s not crazy. Sometimes, I think he has it together more than I do.”
“I’m just saying . . . be sure you’re thinking this through and not getting swept up in some kind of ghost story panic.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Did you find any tie with Melissa and the Lucas guy in this case?”
“Well, I talked to Krista Norris last night, and she said her brother did all the yard work around his and Melissa’s house. But I went over to the Norris house last night and dug through some of their receipts, and found one from Green Hills Landscaping. Seems they had some dead shrubs taken out about a year before Melissa was killed. The guy who signed off on the invoice was none other than. . . .”
“Lucas Bressler?” Don supplied.

“You got it.”
“We need to go visit Mr. Bressler.”
“I thought you might like in on that. There’s one other thing that’s kind of interesting. When I mentioned the victim’s name to Krista, she recognized it right away. Sandra Murdoch went to high school with Joseph Norris and his older brother, Jeff.”
“Kind of a twisted coincidence.”
“Yeah, I thought so, too.”
“Makes you wonder about some things,” Don said, leaning back in his chair. 

“My mind went there, too,” Bailey replied. “Sandra was a couple years ahead of Joseph, and Krista didn’t remember a connection with him, but I guess she went out with Jeff Norris, their older brother, a couple of times. Krista was quite a bit younger, so she was still in junior high, but all the kids knew each other.”
“It would make sense that Norris might hire a PI to cover his tracks. What better way to look innocent than to hire a private investigator to find your wife who’s run off, when you actually have her stashed somewhere and plan on murdering her? What doesn’t fit is him coming back two years later, when he’s getting away with it, and torturing Timothy to get back at me for what, not giving him a refund? If he’s not genuinely obsessed about my not finding his wife in time, why attack Timmy at all?”
“Unless he’s just nuts, but you’re right, it doesn’t fit.”
“Hey, sometimes it’s this easy. Let’s go see Mr. Bressler.”
********

Green Hills Landscaping was a large company with several crews out at any given time. Busy with fall clean-up at multiple business and residential sites, they located the crew led by Lucas Bressler raking and bagging leaves in the yard of a sprawling home in one of Albany’s more elite neighborhoods. A tall man with a muscular build, Bressler looked the part of the “built” guy Melissa Norris admitted to having a hot, physical fling with. 

“Lucas Bressler?” Bailey said, approaching him, holding up his ID.

“Yeah, what can I do for you?” he asked, looking around a bit nervously, apparently wanting to ensure his colleagues were out of earshot.

“We have a few questions for you about Melissa Norris,” he said. 

“You’re a cop, too?” he asked Don.

“Don Strachey, private investigator. The Norris family hired me to look into her case.”
“Who’s Melissa Norris?” Even for an amateur, his acting wasn’t good. Bailey arched his eyebrows. 

“We know she had an affair with a ‘built’ guy named Luke, so let’s just cut to the chase,” Don said.

“Look, I had nothing to do with what happened to her. We were having a good time together. Why the hell would I kill her?”
“Maybe the same reason you’d kill Sandra Murdoch.”
“I’m so fucking sick of that coming up all the time. We went out a few times, had a little fun . . . that’s all it was.”
“Same as with Melissa, huh?” Bailey asked.

“Yeah, frankly, it was pretty much the same. Sometimes in jobs like these, you meet some hot, bored ladies who have some kind of fantasy thing going on about the pool boy or the yard guy. Sandy was pretty, sexy, bored . . . so we fooled around. She’d been taking care of her sick mother and wanted to blow off some steam.”
“She wasn’t married,” Bailey pointed out.
“Which just made it easier. Her mother was our client, and she was managing things.”
“That was with Emory’s Lawn Service?” Bailey confirmed.

“Yeah, well, when they found out I was banging one of their customers, they fired me.”
“Couldn’t have anything to do with that customer ending up dead, could it?” Don asked.

“That didn’t help.” He took off the cap he was wearing and ran his hand through his blond hair, then put the cap back on. “I know how this looks, but I didn’t do anything to either one of those women. I like to have a good time, and they did, too, and that’s all it was.”
“So you have an alibi for the time when Melissa Norris was killed?” Bailey asked.

“Maybe, if I knew when that was. I know it was a couple years ago, but do you know what you were doing on a particular day of the week two years ago?”
“September fifteenth. She was killed and dumped that day,” Bailey said.

“I was probably out on a job, unless it was at night. I can check into it and get back to you, but I don’t know offhand where I was.”
“Kind of a significant thing . . . woman you’re banging ends up murdered,” Don said. “I think I’d remember where I was when I heard that.”
“I was sitting in my living room having a beer when I saw it on the news. I just don’t know where I was before then.”
“Here’s my card,” Bailey said, handing it to him. “I’ll be in touch if I don’t hear from you first.”
“Sure. I’ll call you when I get a chance to check at the office on our jobs during that time. I wish I’d never laid eyes on these women. I’m sorry they’re dead, but I didn’t do anything to them but show them a good time.”
“Just get that information to me so we can eliminate you as a suspect, and you can get on with your life,” Bailey replied.

********

When Tim arrived at Clairmont Arms to talk to Patricia Bernard, there was an ambulance in front of the main entrance. Though he never liked to see that in front of an assisted living or nursing home, it wasn’t an uncommon sight. So many elderly people in one place, with a host of health problems and the inevitable end of life drawing closer, ambulances often had to make stops there.

He walked inside and looked around for Judy, the hostess who had shown him to Patricia’s room the day before. All he encountered were some of the residents milling around, taking in hushed tones, seeming fretful about the activity going on down the hall. Figuring he could find Patricia’s room on his own, and would keep out of the way of whatever the emergency personnel were doing, Tim started down the hall in that general direction. He soon discovered the activity was centered on Patricia’s room. He eased inside the door, not immediately noticed with the bustling around of EMT’s, a couple of aides who worked at the facility, Judy, and another older woman who looked as if she might be a supervising nurse. 

What caught his eye immediately was the form on the bed. Patricia Bernard lay there in a nightgown, her head at a strange angle, her eyes bulging, her lips pulled back from her teeth in a horrific death grimace.
“Mr. Callahan, you can’t be in here right now,” Judy said, ushering him out of the room.

“What happened? She seemed fine yesterday.” They stopped several feet outside the door to the room.

“We found her like that this morning.”
“Do you know what . . . caused it?”
“She looks . . . unsettling, I know,” she said, seeming to sense Tim’s unease at the sight of the woman’s face. “Sometimes they have some bizarre expressions. Honestly, hers is the worst I’ve seen, but I have seen a couple others that were unpleasant. Not everyone goes peacefully.”
“Was she ill? I know she was old, but she seemed so strong.”
“Not that we know of, but at her age, they can go at any time. I’m sorry you had to see her like that. Is there any message you’d like me to give the family for you?”
“I’d like to know when the funeral is, and if her niece is willing to talk to me, at the appropriate time, I would appreciate it.” He took out one of his business cards and gave it to Judy. “Thank you again for your courtesy.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll pass this on to her niece for you.”
“Did anyone see or hear anything odd last night?”
“Nothing. It wasn’t until the aide who helps her get dressed in the morning went in to get her up that we knew anything was amiss. Patricia liked to sleep in, so we didn’t disturb her until about nine each morning.”
********

Don was on his way back to his office when his cell phone rang. Seeing it was Timmy, he smiled. “Hey, honey.”
“Don, something awful happened.”
“What?” he was immediately on alert, because Timmy’s voice sounded strained, troubled.

“Patricia Bernard is dead.”
“Dead? I thought she was fine yesterday.”
“She was. But she’s not fine now. God, Donald, I’ve never seen an expression like that on a corpse.”
“You saw the body?”
“The ambulance was there, and they were buzzing around her. I slipped into the room, and . . . her eyes were nearly popped out of her head, and her lips were pulled back from her teeth in this horrific . . . grimace of sorts.”
“I’m sorry you had to see that, honey. Sometimes dead bodies aren’t all that pleasant to look at. Trust me, a lot of them don’t look like the finished products you see in caskets all dolled up in their Sunday best.”
“She looked terrified. As if she’d seen something horrible. Dear God, Donald, what if I did this to her? She got away from this house, and she was doing fine, and then I go to see her and—“
“And nothing. She was 95. A nasty gas pain could have killed her at that age. It was probably her time, and your being there yesterday was just coincidence.”
“I thought you said you weren’t a fan of coincidences.”
“Sometimes, it is what it is, Timothy. It’s possible talking about the house upset her, and that somehow made some underlying condition worse, but if she was that fragile, she was a ticking time bomb anyway, and something else would have set her off in a few days. She agreed to see you. It’s not like you forced your way in and confronted her.”
“I feel like I brought this on her, led it to her somehow.”
“A ghost did not kill that old woman. If she was still . . . haunted by what she experienced at the house, maybe she imagined she saw something, but I don’t believe bad spirits followed you there and killed her. Besides, if ghosts from the house were going to chase her, they wouldn’t need you to lead them there. If they had the power to kill her and wanted her dead, she would have never gotten out of the house alive.”
“You really believe that?”
“Honey, I’m not sure what to believe about this mess, but I know it’s not your fault that old woman died. Even if I believe there’s something supernatural in our house, I don’t believe it has some ridiculous reach beyond the confines of the house itself.”
“Even if you believe it? You don’t?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“It sure sounded that way.”
“I just mean that it’s a lot to swallow, that’s all.”
“You’ve felt the cold on the third floor. You’ve heard the door slam.”
“Yeah, there are some creepy things that have happened—“
“Creepy things? What about the lamp? What I saw in that bedroom? The nightmare about the bodies?” There was a mutual silence. Don hated himself for the doubt that was planted in his mind, but he had to consider the possibility that just maybe, Timmy was reacting to his ordeal, that he was turning some lore about the house into nightmares and delusions. . . . “You don’t believe me, do you?”
“Of course, I believe you.”

“But you think I’m imagining things. I don’t believe this.”


“Timothy, I never said—“
“You don’t have to. I can hear it in your voice. I was going to ask you if you’d found anyone to investigate the house for us, but since you think it’s all in my head, I’m sure you’ve probably located a good therapist for me but not a paranormal investigator for the house.”
Don felt a little unsettled by the fact that he had seen a therapist to discuss Timothy’s state of mind, but he hadn’t spent a lot of time looking for paranormal investigators. Sometimes Timothy’s ESP was a hell of a lot scarier than any ghost.

“Sweetheart, it’s not like that. I just—“
“Then tell me what it’s like. You dismiss everything that’s happened in that house as ‘creepy things.’ What about Patricia Bernard?”
“She was an old lady who got better once she wasn’t rotting alone in that house, stewing on its history.”
“And you think that’s what I’m doing? Stewing on it?

“It’s almost lunch time. Why don’t you meet me at—“
“I’m not hungry, and I won’t take up any more of your precious time with my neurotic ramblings about the house.” There was a decisive click and then a dial tone.

“Nice going, Strachey,” Don berated himself, sticking the cell phone in his pocket. “Fuck,” he grumbled, sorry he’d ever let Bailey’s skepticism rekindle his own to the point he actually doubted that Timothy knew what he saw and heard, knew the difference between his imagination and reality. 

********

The kitchen appliances were delivered that afternoon, and Tim began putting dishes in the newly finished cabinets. He’d thrown himself into house projects, trying to forget his ugly conversation with Don. He knew he should call him back, apologize for jumping all over him because he had doubts. He hadn’t outright accused Tim of hallucinating, but knowing Don didn’t completely trust his sanity hurt. A lot. 

The house was silent, the only sound the drone of a news radio station Tim finally turned on to keep him sane while he finished the wallpapering in the bathroom they’d abandoned the night before. Don hated the job, but it had to be done. Just as he finished and dusk was casting long shadows in the hall, the doorbell rang. He went downstairs to answer it, and found Amy standing on the other side.

“I was driving by the street and I thought I’d stop by to see the house, if you’re not busy,” she said.

“No, of course, not, come in.”
“I rounded up four people to paint this weekend,” she announced proudly. 

“Four? That’s wonderful,” Tim replied, leading the way into the foyer.

“Wow. This is amazing!” she exclaimed, craning her neck to look at the ceiling, and up the large open staircase. 

“It’s quite a house,” Tim agreed. “Come on, I’ll show you around.” 

“Is Don home?” she asked. They were all friends, but Don would always remain her hero for keeping his word and rescuing her from Frank Zailian, and he had a special place in her heart.

He’s working,” Tim said. 

“Oh-oh.”
“What?”
“You frowned when you answered. Usually, when you talk about Don, you smile.”
“Maybe you should be a cop instead of a social worker,” he joked.

“Yeah, maybe, but they both involve reading people. You two have a fight or something?”
“Or something. Everyone has disagreements. We’ll settle it,” he said, forcing a smile.

“Okay. As long as we don’t end up painting a line down the middle of the house this weekend,” she quipped.

“I think we’ll have it resolved before that happens.”
“I’m officially jealous,” she said as they went upstairs to the second floor. “This house is like a mansion.”
“It was in its day.”
“After your awesomely talented paint crew gets done this weekend, it will be again. Is Kenny gonna be here?”
“I think Don was going to ask him, yes.”
“One of my friends would be perfect for him. He’s in his twenties. He plays in a band that does some club dates in the area. I told him about Kenny, and he’s really anxious to meet him.”
“Kenny sure is popular these days.”
“Is he seeing someone? I can tip off Ian, and he’ll back off.”
Not really. Don fixed him up with our realtor, but I don’t think it’s working out. Ian’s not the settle down and be monogamous type is he?”
“No danger of that. That’s why I thought of Kenny. He likes to go out and have fun, but no strings.”
“They should be perfect for each other, then.”
“Does this go up to the third floor?” she asked, pausing at the foot of the stairs that led there from the second floor hallway. “Are there rooms up there or just an attic?”
“No, there are rooms. We can look around up there.” Tim led the way, beginning to wonder himself now if he could have made the whole thing up, if he conjured up the visions of Daniel Bernard’s daughter with her throat cut, or the awful family death portrait. . . .
“Oh, my gosh, it’s cold up here.”
“It’s drafty,” he replied. The draft throws lamps, slams doors, and walks around.

“You know, I’m actually running kind of late. I should go,” she said, retreating back down the stairs.

“Amy? Amy, wait!” Tim called after her, hurrying down the stairs. “Amy, what’s wrong?” he asked, catching up to her on the landing between the first and second floor.

“It’s going to sound insane.”
“Try me,” he encouraged. She stared at him for a long moment, then tucked her auburn hair behind her ear and looked uneasy. 

“That floor just didn’t feel right. I didn’t want to be up there.” 

He stared at her, his mouth gaping momentarily.

“I told you it was nuts,” she said, going the rest of the way downstairs to the first floor. He followed her.

“No, no, it’s not that. I’ve been seeing and hearing things in the house, and there’s something going on with the third floor . . . I think the house is haunted.”
“I don’t usually buy into this stuff. I saw the Paranormal Activity movies with my friends and just thought they were funny while everybody else was jumping in their chairs. I’ve seen real bad guys up close and personal, and it’s the live ones you have to worry about. That third floor . . . Tim, it just felt . . . awful up there.”
“You don’t have to come back here this weekend if you’re not comfortable with it.”
“I’ll be glad to paint anywhere else, as long as it’s not up there.”
“We’re not going to start on that floor yet anyway, because there’s so much stuff in the rooms we need to sort through and have hauled away.”
“Then I’m fine. I should go, though. I have a class that starts at six and I need to grab something to eat and drop something off at Safe Zone before that. I’ll see you Saturday. About ten?”
“Don chose the time. He’s not a morning person. Ten’s fine,” he agreed, smiling.

“There, now you’re smiling. There’s hope he’ll get out of the doghouse soon.”
“Sooner than later, probably,” Tim admitted, waving as she hurried out to her car that was parked at the curb in front of the house. He closed the door and then looked at the staircase. The house was feeling more ominous the later and darker it got. Don still wasn’t home. Sighing, he trudged upstairs to finish cleaning up after the wallpapering project. Foreboding or not, his next project was to tackle searching through the clutter on the third floor to find that photograph. If Olivia Bernard found that photo and then re-hid it, it had to still be tucked somewhere in the leftover junk. 

********

“I got you some names from Westdale High, class of 1987,” Kenny said, handing him a few sheets of paper printed from the computer. “Some of those yearbook photos are a little scary.”
“Any references to Sandra Murdoch?”
“Besides her picture, I printed off the page with the pictures of the cheerleading squad. I hunted down address information on the other girls in the photo, and also looked up a few of the football players. Jocks tend to hang together.”
Don looked at him, widening his eyes a bit.

“You know what I mean,” he added, laughing.

“Only too well. Okay. Good work, Kenny.”
“You mind if I take off?”
“No, it’s after five anyway. I’m just going to sort through my messages and look through this stuff, and then I’m outta here myself.”
“Got a date,” he said, grabbing his jacket and heading for the door.

“Anybody I know?”
“Look, Don, I haven’t called Aaron. He’s just not my type.”
“That’s your business, Kenny. Just making conversation.”
“But you think I should go out with him again.”
“Not if you don’t like him.”
“I never said I didn’t like him. He’s just kind of . . . boring.”
“Then you shouldn’t call him.”
“He’s a nice guy, and he’s cute.”
“But he’s boring.”
“Maybe not boring, exactly, but he’s so serious. It’s like he wants to pick out a china pattern with me. He was ticked that I was talking to other guys while we were out. I mean, we were clubbing. I know a lot of people, and the point of getting out like that is to meet people and have fun.”
“You don’t have to sell me, Kenny. I’m not one of those people that feels compelled to marry off all my friends just because I got lucky.”
“Is he gonna be there Saturday?”
“For the painting? I haven’t called him. There’s no point in making you both uneasy, if you’re not interested.”
“Do you think I should be?”
“A minute ago you said he was boring and not your type.”
“He sort of is, and he’s not my type, but . . . I kind of liked him.”
“Why don’t I invite him to the painting thing this weekend, and that way it’s not a date. You can see him again and see if anything develops.”
“Okay. See you tomorrow.” With that, Kenny was gone, and Don stared at the papers on his desk. He knew he was avoiding Timothy because he didn’t exactly know how to take back his moment of doubt. Figuring the work could wait, he decided to swing by a decent florist before they were all closed and get something that was worthy of a meaningful apology.

********

If nothing else, Tim was finally making progress cleaning out the third floor. He’d stacked several cartons in the hall of old items that were bound for the dump, and several boxes of books that appeared to have some antiquity to them. He figured on a trip to a large used bookstore that had quite a few rare books in its collection to find out if any of them had value beyond donation to a library or just simple disposal.
Sighing, he stared at the nearly cleared room, and planned to start on the next room, when it began to feel so pointless. Would Olivia Bernard really tuck a photo that grisly into a carton of insignificant items and leave it sitting around? It had remained hidden for decades, so what was the point of looking through boxes of stuff no effort had been made to hide?

Suddenly, it all seemed crystal clear. There was one room in the house that was at the heart of the activity. The room where Amelia Bernard went mad and later hung herself, the same room where her mother, Olivia, years later, would do the same thing. The room something in that house wanted to keep closed off. The cupola room. Tim jumped a little when his cell phone rang. It was Don.

“Hey,” he said, a little flatter than usual. He didn’t want to hold a grudge against Don, but he didn’t feel all that good about being doubted. At least, he hadn’t quite gotten over the sting yet.

“Where are you, sweetheart?”
“I’m at home. The appliances were delivered, and the dishes and silverware are in their places. I know you’ll be disappointed that I finished the wallpaper in the guest bathroom.”
“Crushed. I’m on my way. Honey, I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t think you’re crazy, and I believe you. Sometimes I don’t want to, that’s all.”
“I know. I don’t want to, either,” he admitted. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t give you much chance to talk.”
“Maybe later, you can think of another way to shut me up.”
“Consider it planned,” Tim replied, smiling. It felt good to have the little talk with Don, to smooth out any strife between them. 

“Why don’t you pick out someplace nice and make us a reservation? We could go out for dinner, a movie, maybe a little dancing?”
“A date.”
“Yeah, a date with the most beautiful man in the world,” Don said, and the love in his voice made Tim feel warm all over. 

“Me or you?” he teased.

“Me, of course. You sure are a lucky man, Timothy.”
“Don’t I know it,” he said, answering the little joke with sincerity. “I love you.”
“I love you, too, beautiful. See you soon.”
Tim smiled as he went to tuck his phone back in his pocket. It beeped, and he noticed there was no charge left on it. Frowning, he went down to the master bedroom to hook it up to the charger. He knew he’d just charged in the last day or so, and he hadn’t spent that much time on it to drain the battery so completely. He hooked up the phone to the charger and was about to pull his sweatshirt over his head and start changing into good clothes when he heard footsteps on the third floor. He debated ignoring it. He supposed there were people who lived in haunted houses for years on end and had to learn to coexist with whomever or whatever happened to be walking the halls at any given moment. Still, his inspiration about the cupola room and the ongoing activity up there drew him like a magnet. He looked at his watch, figuring he had a few minutes to go upstairs and poke around that room before Don got home. And, even better if it was near when Don would get home. He felt a bit less creepy investigating when his partner was on his way.

He went back upstairs, and all was quiet again, the way it usually was when one of them went up there in response to the footsteps. He’d turned the hall lights on, but they flickered a little now, making a buzzing sound, as if the electricity wasn’t quite sufficient to keep them fully lit, like a power bump.

The door to the cupola room, which had been closed earlier, now stood partially open. Tim made himself move forward, to face the fear and unease he felt about the room, the dropping temperature in the hall, the soul-deep anguish and sickness that was settling in the pit of his stomach. He walked into the room and turned on the light. 
The door slammed behind him. There was furniture in there, bookshelves and chairs, almost the way he hoped to use the room himself, like a small library. Behind a large, ornate chair, he could see the edge of strawberry blonde curls tied with white ribbons, as if Sarah were hiding back there. A moment later, her china-white face peered around the chair at him, and it was then he saw that she had her little brother tucked close against her. Her mouth opened in a scream, and Tim felt chills throughout his body as his feet seemed riveted to the floor. 

All he could do was watch as a wild-eyed, blood-spattered Daniel Bernard moved inexorably closer to his cowering children, grabbing the girl by a fistful of her soft curls, then the little boy by the collar of his shirt. He was a big man, strong enough to pull them along with him, Sarah screaming, looking toward Tim with pleading eyes, as if through some freak of time and space, she knew he was there, that she was looking to him for help. 

“Sarah!” he called out to her, reaching toward her hand as it outstretched to him, feeling the touch of it like a brush against ice before the room went pitch dark, the lights finally losing the battle with whatever was draining the electricity. Part of his rational mind knew that Sarah had died long ago, and there was no helping her now, but instinct carried him to the door of the room to rattle the locked knob, beat on the unyielding wood, and call out to the ghost who’d reached out to him for help. 

The man who’d come after those children looked mad, evil, and horrifically determined to hunt down the last of his family and drag them to their deaths. Sarah had somehow managed to get her little brother that far, to hide, to try to protect him. He remembered the footsteps he’d heard on the back stairs, and wondered if that’s how she’d snuck her little brother to temporary safety, and how awful it was that she probably knew the fate of her mother and older sister. And worse, what was in store for her and little William.
He continued to pound on the door, finally reaching for the light switch, flipping it back and forth. Only a bit of dim moonlight filtered in through the window, and as he rushed over to it to try to open it, his own reflection was replaced by a twisted version of Olivia Bernard’s face. She screamed through lips that stood out in a blackish-blue contrast against a white face that held sunken eyes. She was an aged, almost hag-like version of the attractive woman he’d seen in the photo with Daniel Bernard. 

Feeling as if he’d become trapped in hell somehow, between the horror that lay beyond the door and the reflection of death and madness in the window, he froze for a moment in the middle of the room, unsure of which way to turn. Smoke began to seep under the door, and he could smell it now: the smell of burning wood, the smell of a fire. Not sure what was reality and illusion anymore, he went back to the door and pounded on it, finding it warm to the touch.

“Where is the picture?” he called out into the shadows. “I’m trying to help you! For God’s sake, show me where it is!”
The door to the room flew open and he ducked into a corner, fearing a flash of fire would follow. Instead, the fire continued to burn, consuming the old wood hungrily. The hall was an inferno, but its light showed him the interior of the room. The lid to the window seat was open. He rushed to look inside it, seeing nothing but dust and cobwebs. Then he reached inside and pushed on the wood at the bottom, and it gave way beneath his hand. Feeling around, his fingers curled under a board, and he pulled, then pulled again, hard, and the board came up. Glued to the bottom of it was an envelope. He didn’t need to look inside. He knew what it was. 

********
When Don turned the corner and headed toward the house, he saw flashing lights, and a lot of them. His stomach twisted into a knot and he hit the accelerator, speeding toward the house. A fire truck was pulling up, police cars were there, and his cell phone went off as he jumped out of the car to rush toward the burning house. Flames shot out the second floor windows, and the glow of fire could be seen burning on the third floor. Smoke billowed everywhere.

"Strachey!" He was vaguely aware of Bailey's voice, but he ignored it, keeping up a dead run for the front door. He'd almost reached the front steps when he was grabbed from behind. He doubted Bailey could restrain him for long, but he managed to stop him long enough to tell him what he needed to know. "The first floor is engulfed, Don. You can't get in this way."

"Timothy's in there!"

"Any idea where?"

"Second or third floor, probably, I don't know!” 
He looked around frantically for a way in, and spotted the large, gnarled oak tree that grew near the front of the house. One long branch protruded toward the ledge between the second and third floors. Before Bailey or anyone else could get a hold of him again, he threw his coat aside and began climbing, monkey-like, into the branches of the old tree. He heard the firefighters shouting something, and realized one of them had spotted Timothy at the window of the cupola room. 

********

Tim looked out the window to see emergency vehicles gathering in front of the house. He tugged at the window, trying to open it, but it still wouldn’t budge. Thank God neighbors must have seen smoke or flames and called for help. His own cell phone lay useless, probably melted, on the dresser in the master bedroom. 

He jumped back from the window with a shout when another face appeared there, only this time it was Donald, crawling along the ledge. He gestured at Tim to get out of the way, and a moment later, he pulled out his gun and used the butt of it to shatter the glass until it fell into a pile on the floor. The fresh air was like a breath of life, because it was only then that Tim realized he was starting to cough, that it was getting hard to breathe. 

“Shouldn’t we wait for the ladder?” he asked, panicked, as Don pulled him by the arm, encouraging him to come out on the ledge. 

“They’re taking too long,” Don replied as they inched along the ledge toward the tree. 

“Wait there!” a firefighter shouted from below as a ladder made its way up toward them. They leaned against one of the third floor windows as they waited. Both were shocked when the window behind them broke and what they would later describe as a force pushed them forward, off the ledge; only Don’s quick thinking and utter refusal to let go of Tim’s hand saved them both from a long fall to the ground. He found himself hanging from the tree, his arm wrapped around one of its limbs, his and Tim’s hands keeping a fierce grip on one another as Tim swung beneath him. 

“Don’t let go,” Tim gasped, afraid of the long drop below his swinging legs.

“Never!” Don shouted back and, despite the incredible pressure on their joined hands, Tim believed him. Within moments, the welcome support of a firefighter was there, guiding him onto a ladder and sending him down, then rescuing Don and sending him down safely, too. 

Hovering at the bottom, Tim practically pulled Don off the ladder before his feet hit the ground, holding him close, kissing him, sobbing with relief into the softness of his hair.

“Are you okay?” Don asked, pulling back, framing Tim’s face with his hands. Just then, the third floor exploded as flames shot out every window, including the cupola window where they’d just exited. Tim felt his knees go weak, and never questioned for a moment that Don’s arms would support him, like they always did. If Don had waited for the ladder, Tim would most likely have not made it out before the explosion. 

“Don’t look now, but you’re a hero,” he whispered to Don before pulling him close. “Always my hero,” he said in Don’s ear. 
********

Once again nomads, they were bound for a hotel until Tim suggested they just go to their other house, which had not yet been turned over to the new owners. It was only a matter of time until the buyers’ financing was approved, but for now, they had a home, and both of them felt like the familiar surroundings of it. Standing at the foot of the stairs, Tim looked up, remembering how that staircase had held such terror for him when he first came home after Norris attacked him. Now it seemed familiar, welcoming, like home. 

“We don’t have to stay here.”
“I want to,” Tim said, a sad smile on his face. “After everything . . . it feels like coming home.”
“Okay. Do we have any food in the fridge?”
“Let’s just order a pizza.”
“Oh, shit, I forgot,” Don said, rushing back out to his car, leaving Tim standing there on the landing. A moment later he returned carrying a bouquet of yellow and red roses that were only a bit wilted from their long wait in his back seat. “These are for you, because you’re the love of my life, and my best friend, and because I was an asshole.”
“You’re not an asshole,” Tim replied, taking them, kissing Don. 

“I doubted you, and . . . God, Timothy, you almost died in that house.”
“I didn’t, because you risked your life to save mine.” He sighed and shrugged. “Besides, they’ll find some mundane explanation for the fire, just watch.”
“What happened in there?”
“My cell phone went dead. I should have known something was wrong . . . the battery was charged, and then all of a sudden, it was drained to nothing. The lights upstairs were flickering like we were having some kind of power bumps. I heard the footsteps. Don, the reason that room was so . . . so . . . full of activity was because Sarah tried to hide in there with her little brother. They hid from their father, and they knew what he was doing. That’s why she tried to close the door whenever we opened it. She was afraid, reliving that terror of trying to protect her little brother and her father opening that door and finding them, then dragging them off to kill them.” He pulled the old envelope out of the spot where he’d tucked it under his sweatshirt, in his belt. “I found the picture.”
“Did you look at it?”
“Not yet. I know what I’m going to see. Maybe tomorrow.”
“There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”
“Details. Awful details. Things we don’t need to talk through tonight. I don’t think it was ever Sarah, Charlotte, or William terrorizing us in that house. I think it was Daniel Bernard, because he wanted us out, and he wanted to keep his secret.”
“He even drove his own granddaughter crazy to keep her quiet.”
“I’m not convinced he didn’t kill that poor old woman somehow,” Tim said.

“Let’s not go over this more tonight.”
“I want to go into our room.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. The ghosts I faced in that house were so much worse than just a memory in this one. I don’t think Joseph Norris is my boogeyman anymore.”
They went upstairs and Don waited while Tim opened the door to the master bedroom and walked into it, turning on the light. It was warm and familiar and instead of thinking of Joseph Norris lurking in the shadows, a thousand memories of making love, sharing confidences, taking care of each other through illnesses, injuries and emotional upsets all flooded back.
“Timmy?” Don’s voice sounded cautious, like he wasn’t quite sure what Tim’s reaction was going to be.  “We still have the guest room made up.”

“If Daniel Bernard didn’t win, I’m not about to let Norris beat me out of our own bedroom.  I’ll never forget what he did to me, or how I felt, but—“

“Sweetheart, I don’t want you to have to relive that,” Don said, touching his back.

“I won’t ever forget it, but it’s not as important anymore as the lifetime of love and good memories that came before it. To let him win is to let all of that, all of us that’s in this room, be defeated. I won’t do it anymore.” He smiled at Don. “If I have a bad memory, you’ll have to think of some way to distract me.”

“I’m your man,” Don replied, grinning.

“Always,” Tim said, kissing him. Then he looked around at the room again. “Donald, what have we done?”
“What do you mean, honey?”
“Our house . . . our home. What have we done?”
“You don’t want to move?”
“No. God, no, Donald, I don’t want to move. What have we done?”
“Timothy, if you want this house, I’ll get it back for you.”
“How? We accepted their offer.”
“Hey, you told me I was your hero. Heroes figure mundane stuff like that out.” He gave Tim his biggest smile. “I’d die for you, Timothy. Figuring out how to get this house back from those people? Looks kind of minor by comparison. I’ll call Aaron first thing—“
“Call him now.”
“That’s what I said, I’ll call Aaron right away,” he amended, kissing Tim and going to the bed. He sat on the side of it and Tim sat next to him. “You’re sure about this?”
“I don’t know if we accomplished anything or if we won or not, but taking on what we faced in that house . . . I’m all done letting someone take away my peace of mind, my happiness, my home. Our home. Call him.” 
Don dialed Aaron’s number. After getting him on the phone and explaining what happened, and why they were back in their house, Don threw the question out there.

“We don’t want to sell. What can you do for us?” Don put him on speaker.

“Whew,” Aaron said. “This is an extreme situation. It’s not like you just moved into the other house and didn’t like it and then changed your mind. The buyers are a nice couple . . . I think I can come up with a couple of alternates that might work for them. Let me call and explain to them what happened. If they’re not willing to budge, we’ll get a hold of my brother, David. He’s a real estate attorney. You’re going to lose some money, probably, but we’ll do whatever we can.”
“The bottom line is, we’re not moving,” Don said, even if he didn’t have firm legal ground to say it. Tim rested his chin on Don’s shoulder, feeling a lump in his throat at his partner’s decisiveness and determination to make what Tim wanted possible. “We’ll make sure you’re taken care of, Aaron. This isn’t your fault, and we don’t want to stick you or your company with holding the bag.”


“Hopefully you’ll get a bit more out of the insurance than what you paid for that house.”
“Yeah, we insured it for a hell of a lot more than we paid, because it was appraised for so much more, and we were planning a lot of improvements, so we could probably sweeten the deal for the buyers if we need to.”
“I’m going to play to their sympathies first, and if we get them back their deposit and any of their costs, maybe throw in something extra just to show good faith if we have to . . . we’ll see. Meanwhile, relax in your house and don’t worry about it. You’ve got plenty to deal with.”
“Aaron, you’re a one of a kind realtor,” Tim said. 

Aaron laughed. “You guys have been through enough. I’ll do everything I can, and if I run out of tricks, David is older, smarter, and sneakier, so we’ll call him.”
“Thanks, Aaron. Call us when you know something.”
After they’d made the call, Don looked at Tim. “Are you sure about being here?”
“I couldn’t even walk in this room before, and now I just feel like I’m home, like we’re home, and the memories here . . . they’re about you and me.”
“What do you want on your pizza?” Don asked, smiling.

“Pineapple.”
“Oh, come on,” Don groaned, jokingly arguing the point. 

“I want a Hawaiian pizza with ham and pineapple.”
“You want fruit on the pizza?”
“There’s a buy-one, get-one free coupon on the message board by the phone in the kitchen. Just order that, and one you want, and we’ll both be happy. Besides, they say pineapple juice makes your come taste sweeter.”
“Holy shit, where did you learn that?”
“I think it was some sex show on Showtime I saw one night while I was waiting up for you to get home.”
“You watch sex shows on Showtime while I’m working late?”
“Sometimes,” he said, grinning, feeling the first tendrils of normality creeping back into their lives. Sitting there on their bed, joking around about sex and pizza, with nothing evil or morose lurking in the shadows. Even Joseph Norris was just a semi-disabled remnant of his former self, waiting to go to prison. “I love you, Donald Strachey.”
“I love you, too, Timothy Callahan,” Don replied, smiling, looking at him with so much love that it made his breath catch in his throat. 

“Then go order us some pizza and I’ll start a bath.”
“Screw the pizza.”
“If you let me eat first, you can screw me instead.”
“I’m ordering pizza. Right now.” Don rushed downstairs for the coupon and the phone number.

********
Lying in a tangle of sheets, full of pizza, exhausted from making love until there was nothing left to give, Don couldn’t imagine being happier anywhere, anytime, with anyone than he was at that moment. Timmy was resting against him, head on his chest. He stroked his partner’s soft hair, letting it slide between his fingers. He picked up Timmy’s hand and kissed it. 

“How’s your wrist? Feeling okay?”
“Fortunately you didn’t have to grab me by that one,” he replied, flexing his hand a little. “Yeah, it’s almost back to normal. The doctor tells me to keep squeezing balls to build up my strength.”
“I like your doctor.”
“You’re available to help with my physical therapy, then?”
“Anytime, anywhere, for as long as necessary.” He kissed Timmy’s hand again and held it against his chest. “Happy?” he asked, rubbing Timmy’s shoulder. 

“Being here feels right. I think I’m gonna be okay here. I’m just sorry I dragged us into that mess.”
“I went house-hunting without you, remember?”
“That’s right, you did, didn’t you?”
“Technically, Aaron found the house.”
“Let’s blame Aaron,” Timmy agreed, snorting.

“Yeah, it’s all his fault.”
“Don?”
“Hm?”
“I keep thinking about Patricia Bernard. That awful look on her face.”
“Don’t think about it. It’s over.” He put his arms around Timmy and held him close. 

“But it’s not over. Not if I caused that old woman’s death by going over there and—“
“She was 95 years old, sweetheart. It could have been anything. And even if Daniel Bernard’s evil ghost bedeviled her, that’s his fault, and her dysfunctional mess of a family, not yours.”
“I’m trying to see it that way.”
“You’d never knowingly hurt a little old lady,” Don said, kissing the top of Timmy’s head. “You’re the sweetest, gentlest man I ever met. Whatever happened to her, it’s not your fault.”
“The roses are beautiful,” Timmy whispered, raising his head a bit to look at the vase on the dresser. “You didn’t have to do that. I wasn’t that mad at you,” he added, smiling at Don before capturing his lips, starting a kiss that would lead to bigger and better things as the first light of dawn began to light the windows.

********

Linda McInerny lived in a modest brick home with a nice yard in a suburb just outside Albany. With Halloween the next day, her house bore the signs of children, with decorations on the large living room window and carved pumpkins on the porch. Don rang the bell and a few moments later, a stout brunette who bore only passing resemblance to the bouncy girl in the yearbook, answered the door.

“I’m Don Strachey,” he said, introducing himself. “I called earlier.”
“Yes, of course, Mr. Strachey, come in,” she invited, stepping back for him to enter. After she’d closed the door she offered him a seat in the living room. It was neat, nicely decorated in earth tones, a daytime talk show on the flat screen TV. She turned it off with the remote. “I have some coffee on if you’d like some.”
“Thank you, no, I think I’m at my quota,” he said, smiling, and she smiled back.

“I think I’ve passed mine, but my daughter was up sick last night, so the caffeine is waking me up,” she said. “She’s sleeping, so we need to keep our voices down a bit.”


“Sure. I appreciate you meeting with me.”
“You said you were investigating Sandy Murdoch’s murder? That’s an old case.”
“The police think it could be tied to another active investigation, and I’m doing some additional digging on my own. The other victim’s family hired me.”
“Wow. I’m a sucker for those true crime shows. Maybe this’ll wind up on 48 Hours Mystery or something.”
“Maybe,” Don agreed, smiling. “Were you and Sandy close?”
“We were both cheerleaders,” she said, then added with a little blush, “That was a long time ago.”
“None of us are jumping as high as we did in high school,” he said, and she laughed.

“True,” she said. “We were close in high school, but we really didn’t keep in touch except for the ten-year reunion. She was killed about two months later. I think that gave us all chills, having just seen her that recently.”
“When you were in high school, do you remember the Norris family?”
“Oh, sure. Wait, is this tied in to the Melissa Norris case?”
“Yes, but we aren’t sharing that with the media just yet, so if you could keep that confidential, I would appreciate it.”
“Of course, I understand,” she said with an air of conspiracy, as if they were in on the investigation together. “Jeff Norris had the worst crush on Sandy all through high school. He graduated the year before we did, and he would still come back to the school to see her.”
“They were dating?”
“Oh, no. Sandy couldn’t stand him. She was dating Scott Wallace, captain of the football team. Kind of cliché, huh?”
“Only if she was head of the cheerleading squad.”
“She was.”
“It’s cliché,” Don agreed. 

“Scott was killed in a car accident our senior year. Sandy was devastated. She barely graduated. I think they would have gotten married eventually. She even went out with Jeff a few times right after graduation, but it didn’t last. He was pouring on the charm and the pressure, showing up with flowers all the time . . . she was really torn up so she fell for it before coming back to her senses.”
“Did she ever date Joseph, Jeff’s younger brother?”
“No. He was a couple years behind us, and he wasn’t very popular. We were pretty shallow back then.”
“Did any of you know Melissa Norris? Did she go to your school?”
“No, I never heard of her until I read about her murder a couple years ago. But then I never knew Joey Norris that well.”
“I appreciate your time, Mrs. McInerny. I hope your daughter feels better,” he said, standing.

“I think she’s on the mend, thank you.” She followed him to the door. “If this case does get on a news show or something . . . I’d love to be part of that,” she said.

“I’ll be sure your name is prominent in my case files,” he replied, smiling, stepping out onto the porch. “Oh, you said Scott Wallace died in a car accident. How did it happen?”
“The car went over an embankment and exploded on impact. It was horrible.”
“He lost control?”
“He was a fast driver, like most boys that age. I guess he just took a curve too fast and. . . .” she concluded with a gesture of her hand. “Nice guy. It was hard on all of us.”
“I’m sure. Thanks again.”
He returned to his car and called Bailey. “I might have something.”
“Like what?”
“A boy named Scott Wallace. Sandra Murdoch was dating him her senior year, and he died in a car accident. A single car accident; went over an embankment and exploded.”
“Okay. That’s sad but what about it?”
“Jeff Norris was pursuing her. You could say he was stalking her, and Scott Wallace was the guy she was dating and was in love with. She went out with Jeff Norris a few times after Wallace died.”
“Pretty thin.”
“Yeah, but I’ve got a feeling we’re onto something.”
“How did you find out about this?”
“I just questioned one of Sandra’s high school cheerleading pals.”
“You’re talking to Sandra Murdoch’s high school friends?”
“I want to talk to Jeff Norris. Any objections?”
“Just keep me posted. I’m checking into Lucas Bressler’s alibi for both cases.”
“Okay. I’ll call you later.” After breaking the connection, he called Kenny at the office. “What’d you find on Jeffrey Norris?”
“No criminal record, but he’s got a lead foot by the looks of his driving record; lots of speeding tickets over the years. He’s married to Donna Norris and they have two kids. Sells cars for Aberdeen Buick; looks like he makes fair money at it.”
“A car salesman with a lead foot? There’s a guy you don’t want taking you for a test drive,” Don quipped. “That’s it?”
“You know about high school . . . looks like he’s got an associates’ degree in business from a community college. Been married ten years. . . . Anything else you’re looking for?”
“Nah, that’s fine. I’ll look at the whole profile when I get in. He oughtta be at work now, so I’ll swing by there to talk to him.”
“Just pull in there and you’ll have lots of attention.”
“Very funny.”
“I’m just saying, they’re gonna see you as a golden opportunity to sell a car.”
“I got it the first time, Kenny. Don’t quit your day job for stand-up just yet.” He broke the connection with a little curl of his lip and headed for the car dealership.

********

Tim stared at the envelope on the kitchen counter as he sat in one of the chairs there. The kitchen had been mostly emptied to move dishes and utensils to the new house, so he was drinking his coffee out of a couple of nested disposable kitchen cups. Still, it was good to be home, and he felt he owed a certain debt of gratitude to the spirits who haunted the Bernard house for making the ghosts in his head seem tame and minor by comparison. 

He knew the image he was going to confront when he opened the envelope. He’d already seen it in a nightmare. He tapped the envelope, not ready to see its contents right then.

“I’m sorry, Sarah. I wish I could have helped you and your brother and sister, and your mother. I promise, I’ll make sure this gets into the right hands.” 
The phone ringing startled him, and he picked up the cordless phone where it lay on the counter. 

“Hello?”
“Timothy Callahan?”
“Yes.”
“This is Andrea Sommers, Patricia Bernard’s niece. You left a message with Judy at Clairmont that you wanted to talk to me.”
“Yes, I did. I’m so sorry about your aunt.”
“Thank you. It was a shock. Even though she was elderly, she was so healthy and seemed so strong. . . . I saw what happened at the house on the news—the fire. Are you and your partner all right?”
“Yes, thank you for asking. Fortunately no one was hurt.”
“That’s a blessing, considering the house’s history with fires. Ironic, isn’t it?”
“More than a little.”
“What did you want to talk to me about?”
“Well, it’s not all that important anymore, but I had a question about your aunt’s grandfather, Daniel Bernard.”
“You met with her the day before she died. Did she seem all right to you?”
“Yes, fine.”
“I don’t understand. The funeral director told me we should have a closed casket. . . . Something to do with the expression on her face. It was a very unpleasant conversation. He called it a ‘death grimace.’”
“I was there at the same time the ambulance was,” Tim admitted. “You’ll want to remember your aunt as the elegant lady she was in life. I admit, I’ve never seen something exactly like that before, but my partner, who’s been in the military and is a private investigator now, told me it’s not that rare for someone to have an unpleasant expression or look to them depending on the circumstances of their death.”
“For an old lady to die in her sleep?”
“Even if it was an instantaneous reaction to a loss of breath or a chest pain, I suppose if that was the moment of death. . . .”
“I suppose. Did talking about the house upset her? I have to be honest, Mr. Callahan, if I’d known someone was talking to her about that place, I would have been very upset. She nearly went mad in that house. I don’t know all the details, I only know it was a toxic place and I’m glad it burned.”
“I apologize. Your aunt consented to see me, and she seemed very lucid, so I didn’t think to contact someone else for permission to talk to her. I really am sorry if I did anything to upset her, or her family.” He paused. “Did Daniel own a camera? I know they were pretty rare in those days, and most people didn’t, but—“
“Daniel was quite a photographer. His older brother did it for a living, and when he died from cancer, Daniel inherited his photography equipment. He took a lot of photos of people and places in Albany. If you go to the Albany Club—it used to be the Albany Gentleman’s Club back in the day—you’ll find a lot of his work featured in their billiard room and in the halls. What makes you ask that?”
“I found a photograph I think he took.”
“Oh my God. It was a photograph of them, wasn’t it?”
“Excuse me?”
“Aunt Patricia said her grandmother found something that proved what a monster Daniel really was. Proof positive that he’d done awful things to his family in that house. What else could prove something like that, all these years later?”
“I believe he took a twisted version of a Victorian death portrait.”
“How awful. What do you mean, you believe?”
“I found an envelope right before the fire, and I haven’t had the stomach to open it yet. Your aunt dreamed about it. That’s why she drew those stick figures on the wall.”
“You had the same dream my aunt had?”
“I know it sounds insane, but I don’t think your aunt ever had delusions or dementia. If she did, then I did, too. I had a nightmare about Daniel taking that photo the night of the fire.”
“The doctors diagnosed her with dementia; I didn’t. I never thought she was insane. I thought there was something awful in that house.”
“There was.”
“I thought it was because she was Olivia’s granddaughter. I mean, it’s no secret in our family that a lot of people didn’t approve of Daniel’s second wife, and there was some talk, even back then, that he might have had something to do with the fire.”
“He killed them and set the fire to cover it up, and before he did it, he took their picture.”
“Our family was wealthy, but the Nottinghams were even wealthier. A lot wealthier.”
“Who were the Nottinghams?”
“His first wife’s family. She came with a fat trust fund, and each one of the children had trust funds from their grandparents on their mother’s side. When they all died, Daniel collected it all.”
“Wow, money and wanting to upgrade to a younger, blonder wife.”
“Powerful motives, even back then.”
“If you suspected this, if your family thought that, why didn’t anyone look into it?”
“And do what? Daniel Bernard has been dead for decades, and all it would have done was create a salacious scandal that would have made our family name worse than . . . Borden.”
“Those people never had justice.”
“I can’t give it to them now.”
“Maybe we can. This story should be told, for their sake. It’s all they have left, for people to finally know the truth.”
“Mr. Callahan, I’m busy planning Aunt Patricia’s funeral. If you feel the need to go public in some medium that’s interested in this, I can’t stop you. I won’t help you publicize my family’s dirty laundry, though.”
“I understand. I appreciate your candor, and your time. I’d like to attend your aunt’s funeral, if you don’t object.”
“Of course, that’s fine. Her obituary will be in tonight’s paper with all the details, and online.”
“Thank you. I’ll look for it.”
“I’m glad you got out of that house in one piece, you and your partner. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye,” he replied, pressing the button to break the connection. 


Finally, he carefully opened the brittle envelope, and steeled himself for what lay inside it. Easing it out of its covering, his hand went to his mouth in a spontaneous reaction of shock and grief. It was as awful as he expected, and yet he felt compelled to bear witness to it, to see the ordeal through to the end, to know all of what Daniel Bernard’s victims suffered. Touching the picture lightly, he closed his eyes and prayed for their souls. Then he carefully eased it back in its envelope and dialed Don’s number. He knew exactly where it belonged.

“Hey, honey, what’s up?”
“Who was that police officer you said ran the Records room at the Albany PD?”
“Finnegan? What about him?”
“I think we should give him the photo. It belongs in the case file. That way, the homicides will be part of the official record.”
“Good idea. Seems like the right place for it.”
“He did it for the money. Can you believe it?”
“How do you know that?”
“I talked to Patricia Bernard’s niece. Daniel Bernard’s first wife came from a wealthier family, and he inherited a tidy sum of money after the murders.”
“Still, that guy had to have a few screws loose upstairs to slaughter his whole family, even for money. I’m just on my way in to talk to somebody,” Don said, then paused. “Give me an hour or so and I’ll pick you up. We can take the photo over to Finnegan. Bailey would probably like to see it, too, since he’s heard the story.”
“He probably thinks I’m nuts.”
“Well, now we can prove you weren’t imagining anything.”
“I figured Bailey was the one who planted the seed of doubt with you.”
“I told you, honey, I believed you.”
“I know, but you wavered a bit, and I had a feeling someone was behind it, and Kenny’s opinion wouldn’t hold that much sway with you. Donald, I’m not angry about it, I just figured it out, that’s all.”
“I’m glad, because in the end, I believed you, with or without photos. Okay?”
“Okay. See you in a while.”
“Still love me?” he asked, and while his tone was light, Tim sensed he needed to hear the words, to be reassured that he hadn’t damaged something between them.

“Just with all my heart and soul until the end of time, and beyond. Will that work?”
“Yeah, I think it’ll do,” he said, and Tim could tell by his voice there was a big smile on his face. “I love you, too.”
********

The moment Don stepped out of his car, a salesman was jogging across the lot from the showroom, dressed in khakis and a polo shirt, a dealership jacket over it. Don didn’t need to read the name on the jacket to know he was talking to Jeff Norris. There was a definite family resemblance.

“Nice day to look at cars,” he said cheerfully, commenting on the sunny autumn weather.

“Yeah, it’s a nice day,” Don agreed. “I’m actually here to see you.”
“Really? Great!  Did someone refer you?”
“My name’s Don Strachey, I’m a private investigator.” Norris’s expression darkened immediately.

“You screwed my brother out of five grand and didn’t find anything out about Melissa back when she disappeared. I know who you are.”
“Your sister, Krista, asked me to look into the case again.”
“Then she’s a bigger sucker than my brother. I’m at work. I don’t have time for this shit.”
“You’re not too concerned about finding the maniac who killed your sister-in-law.”
“It’s not like anybody’s gonna help her now.”
“No one could have helped her a couple days after she disappeared. We thought she was a runaway wife—it’s a different kind of investigation than a suspected kidnaping.”
“What do you want with me, anyway?”
“The police have identified a case they think might be related to Melissa’s, and I’m doing some legwork on that one. You went to high school with a girl named Sandra Murdoch?” he asked. Norris looked frozen a moment, as if he wasn’t quite sure what to say. “You do remember her, don’t you? A couple of your classmates said you were pretty hung up on her.”
“Me and half the high school. She was a cheerleader, real pretty . . . we went out a few times.”
“Not too long after Scott Wallace died.”
“So?”
“Just confirming the timeline on things,” Don said, making a couple notes. “Did you stay in touch with Sandra after high school?”
“I broke it off with her, so no.”
“You broke it off with her?”
“That’s what I said,” he replied, his arms crossing over his chest. 

“Yeah, women are like that,” Don said, shaking his head as he made another note.

“Like what?”
“You break it off with them and then they go around telling all their friends they didn’t like you, you weren’t their type, they broke up with you. Heard that story a thousand times.” Don’s comments seemed to relax Norris a bit, and thaw him out slightly.

“The cops think her murder is related to Melissa’s? Sandy’s murder was years ago.”
“That’s why nobody made the connection the first time around, but the M.O. is pretty similar, and it’s not like whoever did that would be too old to do it again fifteen years later.”
“Guess not,” he said. 

“They’re the same type, too. Most serial killers have a type . . . you know, something that really gets their rocks off.”
“That so? I don’t really get into that stuff . . . all those crime shows and creepy murder stories.”
“Me, neither, but you need some background in it in my line of work.”
“Jeff!  You’ve got a call on line 2, from Mrs. Hooper,” a pretty blonde woman with long hair called to him from several yards away. She’d come out of the dealership and partway across the lot.

“Thanks, honey. I’ll get it in a minute.”
“Okay,” she replied, smiling, heading back inside.

“My wife. She’s the receptionist. I don’t call the girls here ‘honey,’” he said. “Boss would have my ass.”
“He looks out for the ladies who work for him, huh?”
“You could say that. He’s a she,” he replied.

“Ah.” Don nodded, smiling. “Is there anyone you can think of from back in your high school days that might have had it in for Sandra, or did you ever hear via the grapevine about someone she dated later on who wasn’t such a great guy?”
“Not really. Like I said, we went out a few times, she was real popular. I gotta go take that call. Lady who wants to buy a new Regal. You sure I can’t talk you into a test drive?”
“Positive, but thanks.”
“Look, I’m sorry about the attitude. This thing with Joey has us all on edge.”
“Understandable,” Don said, holding out his hand, which Jeff shook. “Good luck with your car deal.”
“Thanks. The way the economy is, you gotta grab every one you can get,” he said, heading back into the building with a little trot to his step. 

********

“Wow,” Bailey said, looking at the photo of Daniel Bernard’s slain family. “I’ve seen a lot of crime scene photos, but I gotta say, this one’ll stick with me for a while,” he added.

“Daniel Bernard’s brother was a photographer by trade, and I guess he took it up as a hobby after his brother died and left his photography stuff to him. Back then, people sometimes had portraits taken of dead relatives, especially children, because most people didn’t own cameras and it was often the only keepsake image they would have.” Tim tucked it back in its envelope. “That I can understand . . . grieving parents wanting some memento of their child, a spouse wanting a final image to hold onto. This . . . this is just . . . monstrous.”
“Yeah, I guess the Victorians couldn’t just whip out their I-Phones and snap a photo of Junior when he did something cute,” Bailey replied. “I’ll write up a report on this as evidence and we’ll gather up some witness statements, even if they’re hearsay, from you and Mrs. Sommers. On a hundred-year-old case, that should suffice to call it closed.”
“I hope that helps,” Tim said. “I think it will. At least they’ve found some measure of justice.”
Bailey looked a bit uncomfortable at the reference to things supernatural, but he held out his hand to take the photo. Tim handed it over, albeit a little reluctantly. It seemed like such a vital artifact.

“I’ll hand deliver it to Finnegan as soon as we have the rest of the information assembled in the case file.”
“Thank you for dealing with this. I know it’s ancient history compared to everything else you have going on,” Tim said.

“Some guy slaughtering his wife and three kids shouldn’t just be let go because it happened a long time ago. It needed to be solved.”
“Timothy knew about this before we ever found it or knew it existed,” Don said, as if he felt compelled to stick up for the veracity of Tim’s experiences in the house. 

“There’s a lot about this case that won’t be in the file. Unfortunately, documenting ghosts is out of my scope of authority.”
“I don’t think it’s something I want to add to my job description, either,” Tim agreed, and Bailey chuckled at that. 

********

“We need to stop at the grocery store,” Tim said as they walked out to Don’s car.

“For what?”
“Aside from having no food in the house, it’s Halloween. We need some pumpkins for the front porch, and candy for the trick-or-treaters.”
“Timothy, you amaze me,” Don said, smiling, starting the car.

“Why?” 

“After everything you’ve been through, you’re worried about candy for the kids.”
“Halloween only comes around once a year, and we are back in our home. It feels like the right thing to do. Tell me about the Norris case. Any progress?”
“Not exactly, but there’s something nagging me.”
“Like what?”
“Sandra Murdoch, the other woman whose murder was similar to Melissa Norris’s? She went to high school with Joseph and Jeff Norris. There doesn’t seem to be a big connection to Joseph, but Jeff had a real thing for her. You could say he stalked her. She finally went out with him a few times and then broke it off, but not before her boyfriend conveniently drove off a cliff.”
“Conveniently? Do you think Jeff had something to do with it?”
“He seemed real antsy at first. He was outright hostile when I first got there, and then he was backing down and acting like we were buddies. His wife also happens to look just like Sandra Murdoch and Melissa Norris.”
“So he has a type.”
“Oh, yeah, he’s got a type, all right.”
“Krista Norris is kind of that type,” Tim said as they got into the car.

“Yeah, she is. Wonder what their mom looks like . . . or looked like when she was younger.” Don sighed. “A lot of serial killers have mommy issues.”
“How do you even look into that? Krista isn’t going to cooperate with you turning the investigation on her other brother.”
“Most likely not. I just have to start digging around in Jeff Norris’s life and see if something interesting turns up.”
“If you want to get back at it, you can drop me off at home. I can run by the store, and then I’m going to see Senator Platt later this afternoon. I’m going back to work next week, so I should start getting briefed on what’s there.”
“You feel ready?”
“More than ready. I’m ready to have my life back. I guess after everything that happened in the house, after what Sarah and her family endured . . . it seems ridiculous to let Joseph Norris own my life because of what he did.”
“I’m proud of you, sweetheart. You’re kind of a tough guy,” he added, and Tim laughed. “Of course, anyone who ever underestimated you has lived to regret it.”


“Be extremely careful what you say next,” Tim warned, and Don just grinned.

“I have the right to remain silent.”
“Smart man.”
Don’s cell phone rang, and he answered it as they headed back toward the house. “It’s Aaron,” he mouthed to Tim. “Hey, that’s great,” he paused. “Tim’s with me in the car right now.” He paused talking to Aaron to tell Tim the news. “The buyers agreed to let us out of the deal if they can have their deposit back and we pay for the inspections they had done.”
“Absolutely, that’s wonderful!” 

“Yeah, Aaron, that’s great. Please tell them how much we appreciate their understanding, and just send us the information on the inspection costs, and we’ll take care of them.” After a little more conversation, Don broke the connection and tucked the phone in his pocket. “Aaron said they felt sorry for us because of the fire and losing all the renovations we’d started, and the antique bedroom set your mother had shipped from Virginia—“
“Aaron really laid it on them, didn’t he?”
“He told them a story that would make a statue cry. I think we may have lost all those homeless puppies and kittens you took in and bottle fed back to health in your spare time,” Don added, and Tim laughed. 









“As long as we saved the ten orphans we recently adopted.”
“Barely. I think all your chest hairs were singed off rescuing them.”

“Asshole,” Tim said, laughing.

“I think I singed that rescuing you,” he added.


********

“Don, this is a surprise,” Krista said, gesturing to him to come in, closing her apartment door behind him. “I saw the fire on the news. Is your partner okay?”
“Yes, we both made it out all right, thank God. It was a close one.”
“I’m glad. I didn’t expect you’d be working on the case today.”
“A little dose of normality is doing us both good. Krista, I need to talk something over with you, and there’s no delicate way to lead into it.”
“Okay. I guess we can sacrifice delicacy to solve the case,” she said, sitting down on the couch while he sat in a nearby chair. The apartment was large and nicely decorated, a lot of photographs on the walls. “I’m a professional photographer,” she said, and Don realized he hadn’t really checked her out while he was investigating all the other Norrises and their proclivities. 

“Nice work,” he said, though after all the talk of Victorian death photography and the pivotal role of that horrendous murder photo in the nightmare they’d been through, looking at photographs was low in his list of desirable pastimes. 

“Thank you.”
“Sandra Murdoch went to school with your brother, Jeff.”
“Yes, that’s kind of a chilling coincidence, isn’t it?”
“What was Jeff’s relationship with Melissa like?”
“What do you mean?”
“Were they friendly, did they get along. . . ?”
“We all got along all right within our family. Wait. You’re not trying to suggest that Jeff had something to do with Melissa’s death? I don’t believe this. You think my brother is a serial killer?”
“I don’t think anything specific yet. But there’s a connection between your brothers and another murder that is very similar to Melissa’s. I don’t know that it means anything, but I’d be a sorry excuse for an investigator if I didn’t explore it. If you want a real investigation into your sister-in-law’s death, it’s got to be a comprehensive one, not one that just looks at the leads you like.”
“Jeff has been happily married to Donna for ten years. They have two great kids. Why would he want to hurt Melissa?”
“I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking. What kind of relationship did he have with your mother?”
“Oh, my God, that’s it. I want you out of here,” she said, standing.

“Because you’re offended or because I’m hitting too close to home?” He stood also. “Krista, if there’s something going on here that you’re not telling me, tell me. Otherwise, you’re wasting your money and my time, and you’re still not getting the answers you want about what really happened to Melissa.”
She stared at him a moment, still fuming. Then she seemed to get calmer, as if she could see the logic in his words.

“My mother has struggled with some . . . emotional issues. She’s not well.” She sat down, and so did Don. “She’s doing better now. She’s on medication.”
“For what?” he asked, and waited through a long pause.

“Schizophrenia.” 
“Okay, that’s significant. It’s also hereditary.”
“I know that. Don’t you think I know that? I’ve been terrified all my life that I’d show signs of it.”
“What about your brothers?”
“Not that I know of, but they had a difficult time with Mom when they were growing up. Especially Jeff, because he was the oldest, and he was more of a troublemaker.”
“Was your mother abusive with you as children?”
“She had violent mood swings. She used to yell at Jeff, tell him how bad he was, that she was sorry he was born, why couldn’t he be more like Joey . . . things like that. She used to beat him with one of Dad’s belts.” She swallowed, wiping at tears. “She used to do that to Joey sometimes, too, but not as much, and never as . . . she was never as severe with him.”
“Was your mother a pretty blonde?”
“Yes,” she managed, nodding, trying to hold back her emotions.

“Whipping was a central element in both of these murders.”
“Why would he kill those women? Just because our mother was mean to him?”
“If he’s suffering some mental illness in combination with that, it’s not out of the realm of possibility. Sandra Murdoch rejected him, even though to hear him tell it, he broke up with her.”
“Before my mother was put on medication, when things were getting really bad with her, she went through a phase. She had . . . relationships with men. My father forgave her because he knew she was ill, that it wasn’t her fault. Jeff took it hard, called her awful names behind her back. Our father wouldn’t have permitted him to talk that way about her, or to speak to her that way, but among us kids, and to other people? He called her a whore, and every other awful name you can call a woman.”
“Given the way she abused him, he probably didn’t have much sympathy for her when she fell from grace, so to speak.”
“Oh, you’re right, he didn’t. But can you blame him? She beat him when he was boy, berated him . . . by the time she was on medication and her behavior was effectively managed, he was almost fully grown.”
“How about you? How did she treat you?”
“With me it was more trying to deal with her delusions and paranoia. I think because I was a female child, and I looked like her, I was sort of an ally in her mind, as long as I didn’t upset her. I went out of my way just to not be noticed. That was the best way to avoid her wrath—to just not be noticed.”
“This is likely to come out in the trial, if your brother’s defense attorney is going for some version of diminished capacity.”
“My dad passed away a few years ago, and my mother lives with her sister in Manhattan. I suppose it doesn’t matter now if it does come out. It’s been the family secret for so long that it’s just second nature to hide it. Having a crazy relative wasn’t cool twenty years ago. Now that everyone’s taking Xanax and Prozac like people used to take aspirin, it’s not the same. Then it was a disgrace. We weren’t rich or influential people, but we were always known as a good, solid family.”
“I need to share this information with Bailey, let the police question Jeff. Maybe it’s all coincidence. It doesn’t mean he killed anyone. But wouldn’t you rather know the truth?”
“Yes,” she agreed. “Except for Donna and the kids. You should see him with his kids. He’s a great dad. He’s never even swatted one of them in anger. I worried he’d treat them the way our mother treated him, but he doesn’t. He’s like my father, who was always gentle and good with all of us. Seeing him taken away from them would break my heart.”
“If he’s that ill, and he’s not being treated, or even if it’s not schizophrenia and some obsession with your mother is fueling this . . . that’s a danger to his children.”
“I know. I just don’t know why he would ever hurt Melissa.”
“I’ve got some details to follow up on. I’ll give you a call as soon as I know something tangible.”
“But you’re going to tell the police?”
“This is too big a development to keep to myself. The cops can’t do anything without evidence, but they do have access to the physical evidence in both cases and can start investigating Jeff as a suspect. If he comes up clean, then he won’t be any worse off.”
********

“There was some physical evidence in both cases. Unfortunately, no fluids, but we did have skin under Sandra Murdoch’s fingernails. Hopefully there’s still enough of the samples left to test.” Bailey leafed through a folder from Melissa Norris’s file. “No fluids, no scrapings, but there were a couple of hairs and some fiber evidence.”
“I wonder if Jeff Norris has the same vehicle he had two years ago.”
“That’d be a break, wouldn’t it? Not too likely, given his line of work.”
“He’s a family man. Maybe they can’t afford two new cars.”
“Let’s hope.”
“Is this enough for any warrants?”
“Nope. I can bring him in for questioning, and request that he cooperate with DNA samples. If he refuses, I don’t think I can get a warrant on it based on what we have. That doesn’t mean we can’t get it the sneaky way,” Bailey said, tapping the edge of his coffee cup.

“Serving a nice beverage during questioning?” Don asked, grinning. “That’s mighty hospitable of you, Detective.”
“Hey, we’re here to protect and serve, even if it’s drinks,” Bailey replied, chuckling. 

“Did you find anything on Scott Wallace?”
“Just the accident report. The evidence was toast. The car exploded on impact, so all that was left was a charred shell and some . . . biological matter that used to be a person blended with all the other melted stuff. There was nothing to indicate foul play, but if someone tampered with the car, or even killed Wallace first and sent him over the side . . . we can’t rule any of that out based on what was left to analyze. Apparently nobody suspected anything—there was no criminal investigation.”


“Norris sells cars now. I wonder if he was always into cars.”


“If so, even that young, tampering with brakes or something else in a car would have been easy for him.”


“You know, there might be a way to rattle him when you have him in here for questioning.”
“What have you got in mind?”
“Crime scene photos, any pictures you’ve got of our two victims. Put them up on a board, tack up some notes, maybe throw a shot of Scott Wallace up there if we can find one.”
“Could work. His reaction to them alone could tell us a lot.”
“I wonder if Wallace’s family would know of any contact between him and Jeff Norris?”
“Is that an offer to do some legwork?” Bailey asked.

“It’s that or hand out candy all evening. Timothy’s doing the whole Halloween thing at the house.”
“Your partner has a lot of energy, I’ll hand him that. I think fighting ghosts, real or imagined, and having my house burn down would make me take a break.”
“He’s pretty amazing,” Don said, smiling. “We’re staying in our house. He seems really okay with it now, like he wants to be there. We slept in our room for the first time last night since the whole thing with Norris, and he was fine. I think he was better off than me.”
“How do you mean?”
“He seems comfortable in that room now, and I am, too, but there’s this part of me that still thinks about what happened there.” Don paused, not sure if he wanted to share the next thought, but it helped to have someone else to talk to about it, besides Timmy. “It’s still hard for me to work nights. I’m still kind of spooked about leaving him alone.”
“That explains why your leg hasn’t stopped moving for the last ten minutes,” Bailey observed, and Don found his hand unconsciously going to his knee to settle the restless motion. 

“Sorry.”
“Why don’t you go home and check on your partner and hand out some candy? None of these people are going anywhere tonight. I’ll bring in Norris in the morning, and you can check on the Wallace clan.”
“Sounds great. You don’t think we’re making a mistake waiting to question Norris?”
“He’s got a wife and two kids, a job, and even if he’s jumpy, there’s no indication we’re investigating him for Melissa’s murder. Any evidence he might have destroyed, he did it two years ago.”
“I suppose. I guess I’ll go home then.”
“I’m gonna put a little evidence board together for my chat with Norris tomorrow. Call me if you find anything interesting from the Wallaces that I can use to needle him.”
“Will do,” Don replied, smiling, glad to be heading home to Timmy.

********
Tim was enjoying the cheery normality of handing out candy to safe, live children. He'd hastily carved a couple pumpkins and set them on the porch. Candlelight was dancing merrily inside, lighting up their faces. He'd planned on dressing up, but time wasn't on his side, so he'd just thrown on some brown pants and a sweater that had a blend of browns, oranges, and golds. He didn't mind doing door duty alone, but he hoped Don would show up for at least a little while. It was one of those couplish, homeowner things he liked to do together, even if Don mostly stayed in the background, stealing out of the candy supply.
As if summoned by his thoughts, Don's car came puttering along the road, weaving in between the trick-or-treaters, and chugging into the garage like an exhausted animal seeking shelter. A moment later, the man himself was making his way through the house to where Tim was loading the bags of six little girls whose personas ranged from Snow White to Lady GaGa. 

"I thought you weren't going to make it home in time," Tim said, glad there was a break in the action so he could hug and kiss Don hello. 

"Trick or treat," Don joked, keeping his arms around Tim's waist, looking up at him adoringly. 

"What?"

"I just love you, that's all," Don replied, grinning at him.

"That's everything," he said, smiling back, kissing him again. "Here.” He reached behind him and handed Don a big orange plastic pumpkin with a handle on it. The inside was filled with candy. After years of hand-slapping, scolding, policing, and otherwise shooing Don out of the candy like a persistent fly, Tim had surrendered.
"I get my own, huh?” Don was already poking through it like a cross between a little kid and the detective he was. 

"You've earned it.” The doorbell rang. "Okay, showtime."

They spent the next hour handing out candy, with Don happily eating out of his pumpkin as time permitted. As the ritual drew to a close, Tim watched Don for a few moments as he divested another miniature Snickers bar of its wrapper. 

"Eat a peanut butter cup next," he said.

"Okay," Don agreed, chuckling. "Any special reason?"

"Because I'm locking up for the night in about five minutes, and I like how you taste with peanut butter and chocolate."

Don stopped chewing a moment and stared at him, and he knew the comment had bypassed Don's mouth or stomach and had gone straight to his groin. Tim felt some stirring there himself, glad that the trick-or-treating was almost over. He'd had fun doing it, he always did, but there were a few other things he knew he'd enjoy just as much, probably more, involving a certain blond detective on a sugar buzz.

The moment the door was locked and the porch light off, Don pinned his back to the door and kissed him like he meant business. That was fine with Tim. If that's the kind of party this was going to be, he was more than ready for the festivities to begin. He returned the passion of the kiss, slid his hand into Don's hair and held his head right where he wanted it while he sampled the flavor of his partner slathered with a good coating of chocolate from all the candy he'd been eating. From experience, Tim also knew that meant Don would have a lot of energy. That, too, was fine with him. 

Don was pulling at his sweater, and Tim cooperated with it being pulled over his head, putting his glasses in the nearest candy dish. Don had ditched his jacket and tie shortly after he got home, so all Tim had to contend with was his shirt and undershirt, and he was a master at getting those off his partner, even when he was wiggling around with all the pent up energy of a caged puppy. His own shirt and t-shirt went flying shortly thereafter, and it became apparent neither of them were of a mind to move upstairs. 

Don's tongue was hot and wet on his nipples, and then he was sucking them, rubbing and pinching at the one that wasn't in his mouth, making Tim gasp and let his head fall back against the door. Busy hands were undoing his belt, tugging his pants down until he stepped out of them and kicked them aside. Don paused to yank his own pants off, removing them and his boxers and his shoes in one somewhat clumsy but still efficient set of gestures. 

"Turn around, sweetheart," he whispered against Tim's ear, making him shiver from more than the draft in the foyer. He turned around, bracing himself on the door. Don started kissing the back of his neck, caressing his chest and belly, one hand sliding down to squeeze him and pump him gently through the thin fabric of his boxers. His lips traveled down Tim's back until he was kneeling behind him, easing his underwear down, waiting until he stepped out of it. 

Tim shivered as he felt Don's light stubble against his butt cheek, as Don's hands continued to fondle and squeeze him but not quite satisfy him. Then his cheeks were gently parted, and he felt Don's warm breath there, right before he felt the hot wetness of his tongue. He knew he was sticking his butt out now, trying to make himself even more accessible, wanting Don's tongue to have as much as it could reach. 

"Donald . . . oh, God," he gasped, wishing the wood door had something on it he could grab in his hands and squeeze, because the sensations were just too much. Don was tonguing him, squeezing his cheeks as he held them apart, getting Tim almost painfully hard and excited before he withdrew and from somewhere, came up with lube that he used to get things slicker, his fingers stretching him and then teasing Tim's prostate, making him shout and pound his fist on the door. 

"Patience, beautiful, it's coming," he teased, but he wasn't joking. He was entering Tim in a smooth, steady stroke, winding his arms around him from behind, kissing the back of his shoulder and then resting his head there while he pumped in and out of him. It felt good and intense and he urged Don on, encouraging him to move faster and deeper, crying out on each stroke, his voice blending with Don's as he was gasping and moaning, finally holding onto Tim's hips and focusing on the place where their bodies were joined, apparently determined Tim was going to come now from the strokes inside him, from the pressure on his prostate. 

Very soon, sooner than he wanted, Tim found himself coming, shouting everything from mumbled curses to Don's name, feeling like he came forever, as if he must be flooding the foyer, the release felt so good when it happened. He did his best to stay upright while Don finished, his forehead drooping on Tim's back as he rode out the last waves of his climax. 

"God, you're amazing, baby," Don whispered as he eased out of Tim, but kept his arms around him. "You make me hotter now than the first time we did it."

"I think we did it three times that night," Tim recalled, smiling.

"Four, if you count morning."

"I couldn't get enough of you."

"If we lived forever, I'd never get enough of you," Don said, and his embrace tightened. "Without you . . . nothing would matter."

Tim turned to face Don, to take him in his arms. He kissed him long and deep, then held him close, stroking his hair and letting his other hand stray lower to caress the soft skin of Don's ass. 

"You keep getting more handsome every year," Tim said, kissing him again. 

"I do, huh? Sometimes at the gym I feel like I'm running from Father Time instead of just jogging on the treadmill."

"Yes, your physique is slipping so terribly," Tim teased, stroking Don's biceps. 

"My husband has a thing for muscles."

"Your husband has a thing for you.” Tim smiled and pressed his forehead against Don's. "Someday, when we're all squishy and wrinkly, and this tattoo is about twice the width it is now, you'll still be beautiful to me."

"Oh, my God . . . thanks for that image: my tattoos melting into shapelessness on my flabby old body."
"I was going to propose round two upstairs, but this is kind of cooling me off," Tim joked.

"We should probably get up there and rekindle the passion before we're too old to enjoy it."

"Can't argue with that logic," Tim agreed. "My back is getting cold."

"I bet I can warm you up again.” Don took him by the hand and grabbed his pumpkin full of candy. 

"Don't you think you're buzzed enough for one night?" Tim asked.

"I might need a booster in a few hours," he replied, grinning devilishly as he pulled Tim toward the stairs. 

********

Don approached Wallace Nursery and Garden Center, parking near the front entrance. The small white building housed the office and a few display items, but the majority of the merchandise appeared to be live trees and large landscaping items like rock gardens, statues, and other ornaments. He stepped inside and approached the desk where an older woman with brown hair and glasses sat at a computer, her face set in a mask of concentration. She wore a green sweatshirt with the company logo emblazoned in white across the front of it. 

“Excuse me,” he said. “I’m looking for Cherie Wallace.”
“You just found her. How can I help you?” she said, smiling, looking away from the computer. 

“My name is Don Strachey, I’m a private investigator. I’m working on the Sandra Murdoch murder case,” he said. “Do you remember that?”
“Of course, I do. She was my son’s high school sweetheart. She was like part of our family. I told the police anything I knew at the time, which wasn’t much. I lost touch with Sandy a few years after Scott passed away.”
“It’s actually Scott I’d like to talk to you about.”
“Really? Why?”
“Well, we think the Murdoch murder might be linked to another case, and I’m trying to determine if there was anyone in Sandra’s life who might know of someone who had reason to want to hurt her, or anyone Scott mentioned conflicts with as her boyfriend.”
“Jeff Norris.”
“That was quick.”
“That boy was creepy. He was always around, trying to get Sandy to go out with him. I was horrified she actually dated him for a while after Scott died, but then none of us were really thinking clearly back then. It was so sudden . . . Scott was such a good boy, well, a good man. To mothers, they’re all still kids,” she added, smiling. 

“Did he ever have any conflicts with Scott?”
“Scott had a couple with him, because he told him to back off and get lost. For a while, he did. Then he started contacting Sandy, acting like he wanted to be supportive, be friends. She was very shaken by Scott’s death. It seemed as if it nearly destroyed her. She went out with him a few times, supposedly just as friends. She told me shortly after that it had been a mistake. She moved out of state for a while. Sometimes I think it was to get away from Jeff, though she never said that. She got a job with a pharmaceutical company in Texas. She did very well there, but then her mother got sick, and she moved back here.”
“How long was she here before her death?”
“About six months. She was murdered very shortly after her mother died.”
“You weren’t in touch with her then?”
“Not as much as I should have been.” She paused. “It was painful to go back and remember . . . how things were when Scott was alive, and they were together. I’m ashamed to say that being around her was just too much of a reminder of the past, and while we exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional e-mail, I wasn’t there for her like I should have been. I know if Scott had lived, she would have been my daughter-in-law eventually.”
“Sometimes reminders of the past are a little too painful.”
“Yes, they are.”
“Thank you for your time, Mrs. Wallace. I hope I haven’t brought up too many unpleasant memories.”
“No, you didn’t. It’s not like a day goes by that I don’t think of Scott.”
“He was captain of the football team, wasn’t he?”
“Yes,” she said, beaming. “And he volunteered for the local soup kitchen and his grades were wonderful. He was just a delight to his father and me.”
“You must have been very proud of him.”
“We still are,” she said, still smiling. “I’m confused about something, Mr. Strachey. Scott died in an accident. What . . . you don’t think someone did something to his car, do you?”
“I don’t know. Probably not. You’re not the first person who’s brought up Jeff Norris, and given his line of work now—he’s selling cars—I just want to be sure I’m exploring all the possibilities.”
“Dear God,” she muttered, covering her mouth. “That would be awful to think—“
“Don’t think that way, please. We’re just running down every possible lead right now. We don’t have any evidence that Scott’s accident was anything but that—an accident.”
“I’m glad. I don’t want to think of him dying that way because some nut made it happen.”
“Jeff Norris struck you as being a nut?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me.”
“Thank you again for talking with me.” He handed her a card. “If you think of anything else, or of anyone else I should talk to, please call me.”
“If you find something else out about Scott’s accident, even if it’s not something I really want to hear, please call me. I want to know the truth.”
“I will. I promise.”
********

It was a chilly first day of November, and there was a fine mist of rain in the air. Tim could think of very few places he’d like less to be than at the rubble of the Bernard house, but since Don was busy on the case, and he wasn’t back at work yet, Tim figured it made sense for him to meet the insurance adjuster there.

“The fire department hasn’t issued their official report yet, but it looks like it was the wiring,” the man said as they stood on the sagging porch. Ironically, it was the only part of the house not severely damaged by the fire. A middle-aged man with buzz-cut hair and what Tim considered a lack of people skills, he rarely looked up from making notes. Though a part of Tim was somewhat relieved that they were free of the house, he wondered how homeowners who lost everything and were reeling from that loss, dealt with his apparent lack of sympathy.

“We had an inspection done before we moved in.”
“Yeah, well, those have been known to miss things. We’ll be in touch with that company.”
“What exactly do they think happened?”
“According to the inspector, there’s a bizarre burn pattern on the walls on the second and third floor halls,” he said, opening up an envelope he had on his clipboard and pulling out a couple snapshots. The arson inspector had been allowed inside, but the house was not considered safe for civilians. “This is a picture of the second floor hall,” he said. 

“Have you ever seen anything like that?” Tim asked, looking at the bizarre charred path along the wall that looked like a long, black snake, as if something inside the wall had burned a path all the way down the hall. 

“Personally, no, but wiring’s about all I can think of that might even be running through the house in a pattern that would light up like that. It’s not accelerant because of the cleanness of the edges. No drip patterns. If you threw gasoline or something up on the wall and lit it, there’d be drip patterns there from where it hit the wall, and where fire followed some of the drips. As long as there’s nothing to suggest arson, your claim will be paid pretty quickly.”
“What if they don’t figure out the cause?”
“We’ll still pay out if it’s undetermined. Are you folks planning to rebuild here, or just raze the place and sell the property?”
“Probably the latter. The deal wasn’t final on our other house, so we’re staying there for now.”
“This is good real estate, so it ought to get a decent price for the lot.”
“It’s a shame to lose one of these old historic homes.”
“Yeah, well, these old places come with a lot of problems, like this,” he said, gesturing with the photos as he stuck them back in the envelope. “Give me a nice place built in the last twenty years. Lot fewer of those spontaneously going up like Roman candles.”
Once the insurance man left, Tim stood on the porch a moment staring at the charred front door. As he watched, it slowly swung open with a slight creak. Feeling compelled, he moved forward until he stood just in the doorway, not actually entering the house. He could hear footsteps on the stairs, which was impossible since half the stairs were gone, consumed by the fire. Still, he heard the footsteps. 

“Tim?” A woman’s voice startled him, and he turned to see Kathy Adams, the next door neighbor, coming up the walk toward the porch. “Oh, my God, it’s absolutely destroyed,” she said, laying a hand on her chest. “Are you and your partner both okay?”
“We were extremely lucky. No one was hurt.”
“Oh, good,” she said, sighing, smiling. “You’re going to rebuild, right?”
“Actually, the deal wasn’t final on our other house, so we’re staying there.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Just when we thought we had good neighbors,” she added.

“Thank you, I appreciate that.”
“What caused it?”
“They’re thinking it was the wiring.” He smiled when she looked puzzled at that. “I was taken aback by that, too, since we had inspections done and everything checked out, but I guess you never know.”
“Maybe Patricia was onto something.”
“I’m glad it’s over,” he said honestly. “Are you going to the funeral?”
“I was going to stop by the funeral home this afternoon. You want to go together?”
“Yes, I would. I need to run home and change.”


“Me, too,” she said, tugging on her sweater. 

“I can pick you up in an hour. What time is visitation?”
“That should be perfect. Visitation is starting about now, but runs until like seven or so tonight.”
“Okay. I’ll see you in a little while then.”
“Good. I never like walking into those things alone.”
“I could do without walking into them at all,” he added, and she smiled.

“That, too.”
********
"Bailey's got him in for questioning now," Don explained as they talked on the phone. Tim was dressed to go to the funeral home, but hadn't left yet. "If it's possible to be creepier than Joseph, I think Jeff might take the prize. Hopefully he'll give something up. Bailey's going to try to get his DNA."

"It's chilling how many awful things so many parents do to their children. Joseph and Jeff Norris's mother may have created two monsters, and the whole Bernard situation . . . I still get chills thinking of it. I saw Sarah and her little brother when the fire started. I just wanted to help them."

"You did, honey. You got the truth out; the case is going to be closed and ruled a homicide. There's nothing else you can do."

"Maybe there is."

"Like what?"

"Tell their story."

"Timothy, I love that you want to help these people, that you care so much, but your credibility is going to take a huge hit if you write a ghost story."

"I'm not going to write a ghost story. At least, that wouldn't be the thrust of it. I mean, write a book about the case. And some of the unexplained things can be included, but they can be included as 'unexplained' events. Let the reader draw the conclusion about that.  You're always saying what a good writer I am."

"You are a good writer. I'm just saying, with your career, you don't want to come off sounding like a nut."

"I've managed to avoid that so far in my life.” Tim bristled a bit at the comment.

"I didn't mean it that way. You're in the public eye, working for the senator, being in the political scene. . . . Your reputation could take a bigger hit from this than say, mine, since I work for myself and if someone thinks I'm nuts, they don't have to hire me."

"I wouldn't write it like a ghost story—oh, never mind. I'm going over to the funeral home to pay my respects to Patricia Bernard's family. Kathy Adams, the neighbor next door? She's going with me."

"Good. I was just going to ask if you wanted me to come get you and go with you."

"You're working, honey. I'll be fine, and you can keep going with the case. I know you're dying to get over there and see if Bailey's making progress."

"I'm more than mildly curious, yeah. Look, tonight we're going out for a nice dinner, maybe a movie or some dancing. And that's that."

"It's a date," Tim replied, smiling, thinking of how their plans had a tendency to get sidetracked lately. "Hey, I met with the insurance guy. He doesn't think there'll be any problem getting the claim paid, since the arson inspector thinks it was the wiring."

"Wiring? What about the inspection we had done?"

"I know. I brought up the same thing, and he said they were going to talk to that company, but there's no evidence of arson, which isn't too surprising, and there are weird burn patterns on the walls. They're calling it wiring, but I don't think even they buy that. They just don't know what to call it."

"We knew it would be something out of the ordinary. So you were over at the house today?"

"That's how I ran into Kathy Adams. She saw me there."

"Everything . . . quiet?"

"I heard footsteps, Don. Even though half the staircase is gone, I heard someone on the stairs, right before Kathy came over. Whatever's still there, it's not settled yet."

"Honey, whatever's still there . . . I think we need to leave it there. Enough is enough. Your safety is more important. You're alive, real, here, now. Don't risk your life for something that was over so many years ago. Please—stay away from that place, okay?"

"I'm not going back there. But I do think we need to do one more thing. Tell their story."

"We'll talk about it tonight. Just . . . don't do anything without me, okay? I want to make sure you're safe."

"Okay. I love you."

"I love you, too, Timothy. A lot," he added, and Tim could hear the smile in his voice.

"I love you more."

"Not possible."

"I'm an overachiever," he countered.

"When it comes to loving you, I am, too, sweetheart. Bring it on."

"We'll battle it out tonight," Tim quipped, and Don laughed. 

"Okay, honey. See you later."

Tim picked up Kathy at her house and headed toward the funeral home. 

"I talked to Andrea last night. She said they almost had to have a closed casket. Something about the expression on Patricia's face. Isn't that horrible? Poor woman. I've heard of that happening. Ugh. I almost don't want to see her."


"I'm sure if they're having an open casket, the mortician was able to . . . correct whatever was wrong.” He opted not to mention that he'd seen her at the assisted living home and knew first-hand what the mortician was up against.
"Tim . . . Patricia was right about that house, wasn't she?"

"Yes, she was. She was never unstable or unbalanced, except for what that house might have done to her."

"What is it? What happened there?"

"I'll explain it all later, I promise," he said, pulling into the parking lot of the funeral home. "Just keep yourself and your family away from that house."

"Sure," she said, sounding nervous. "We didn't really have any plans to go near it anyway."

The visitation for Patricia Bernard was held in an elegant funeral home housed in a white brick building with a tastefully appointed interior. A young woman in a dark business suit directed them to the room where she was being shown. Andrea Sommers bore a resemblance to her aunt, and Tim believed he would have recognized her even without Kathy pointing her out. 

"Andrea, I'm so sorry," Kathy said, and the two women exchanged a brief hug. Andrea was at least in her sixties, and it occurred to Tim that he hadn't really thought of how old Patricia's niece would be, since she herself was in her nineties. 

"She had a long, healthy life," Andrea said. "I know she would have preferred to go quickly.” She turned her gaze on Tim.

"Mrs. Sommers, I'm sorry for your loss," he said. She hesitated a moment, and then extended her hand, which he shook.

"Thank you."

"Again, if I did anything to cause you, or Patricia, any distress, I'm so sorry."

"I'm sure it's not your fault. I'll admit, in a way, I'm glad that house burned up for good this time. The police called me. A Detective Bailey. He's asked me to make a statement about the things I told you. I agreed. It's time this whole situation was laid to rest. I didn't think I'd feel that way, but I'm tired of worrying about someone finding out. My great grandfather doesn't deserve to have us covering for him anymore."

"I appreciate that, Mrs. Sommers. I think it's the only way to make things right."

"She looks very nice," Kathy said, moving a little closer to the casket. Tim looked at Patricia then. She didn't look especially peaceful or really all that nice. She looked angry, and it was obvious the mortician had dealt with quite a challenge in getting her expression into something presentable. 

In keeping with what he'd always been taught to do when paying respects to the dead, he knelt by the casket, made the Sign of the Cross and began to say a brief prayer for Patricia's soul. He felt ill at ease there in a way he hadn't since he was a small child. Back then, he'd felt a bit fearful kneeling by a dead relative, even when his mother or father was kneeling next to him. Once he was grown, he'd gotten over that feeling. Now it was back, and he found himself hurrying through his prayer so he could move away. As he began to make the Sign of the Cross again before standing, he looked at Patricia.

And she was looking right at him, looking much the way she had at the time of her death. A deep voice came out of her angry mouth.

"I'm not finished with you yet."

He felt his chest constrict right before everything went black.

********

Bailey set a cup of coffee in front of Jeff Norris, and sat down with one himself. He watched the other man’s eyes travel to the evidence board in the conference room. 

“Do you mind? I knew them,” he said, looking away.

“Sorry.” Bailey said, not even remotely sorry. He stood and turned the board so the pictures weren’t visible. “They’re painting the interview rooms, so we’re conducting our interviews in conference rooms. I guess we spend so much time looking at that stuff that we forget other people aren’t as used to it. I appreciate your time in coming down here to talk with me.”
“I’m not sure what you think I can tell you about these cases.”
“I don’t think we talked during the original investigation into Melissa’s death. You must have spoken with one of my colleagues.”
“The police talked to the whole family.”
“Did Melissa ever mention a guy named Luke, or Lucas?” he asked.

“Nope,” he replied abruptly. Bailey made a note on his notepad. The tone of Jeff’s voice seemed different.

“We’ve gotten some information that Melissa was having an affair with someone by that name. Your brother initially thought she’d taken off on him. Did he ever tell you anything about who she might have been unfaithful with?”




“He didn’t know. He just had a feeling. Some things that didn’t add up, the way she acted,” he said. He took a drink of his coffee. 

“What did you think about that?”
“She was his wife. I guess he’d know better than I would if she was cheating on him. Guess he was right after all.”
“Were you all close? You and your wife, and Joseph and Melissa?”
“I guess. We were part of the same family. Got together at the holidays, family gatherings.”
“Did you know Melissa very well?”
“I met her first. She met Joey when I brought her to our cousin’s wedding.”
“Ouch.”
“Nah, not really. It’s not like we were engaged or anything. We weren’t serious yet. They hit it off. It happens. I met Donna a few years later, so it all worked out.”


“Most men don’t get over their brothers stealing their girlfriends quite that easily. You didn’t marry Donna for what, three years after your brother married Melissa?”
“So what? I told you, I didn’t meet her until a few years after Joey and Melissa hooked up.”
“You don’t have such good luck with blondes, do you?”
“I lucked out with Donna, so that shoots your theory there.”
“Not so much so with Melissa, and back in high school with Sandra Murdoch.”
“I broke it off with Sandy, and that was a long time ago.”
“Rumor has it she moved out of town to get away from you. Doesn’t sound like a woman you broke up with. Nobody else tells the story that way, Jeff.”
“What are you driving at?”
“That you lied about your relationship with Sandra. Which makes me wonder if you’re lying about other things.”
“You think because Sandy broke up with me I waited ten years and then killed her?”
“No, I think she moved out of state, and that cooled your jets. Then she shows up back here again, and she still hasn’t seen the light.” Bailey paused, deciding to bluff a bit and see how it went. “You were right back at it, stalking her as soon as she showed up here to take care of her sick mother.”
“I didn’t stalk her. I never stalked her. That’s a crock of shit.”
“But you thought her coming back to town was another shot at getting together with her, and she rejected you again. You weren’t good enough for her, just like you weren’t good enough for your pretty blonde mother.”
“You son of a bitch!” Norris was out of his chair, lunging across the table and grabbing Bailey by the throat as two uniformed cops hurried in to help Bailey subdue him. As they put the cuffs on him and sat him back in the chair, Bailey straightened his tie and cleared his throat. 

“You just assaulted a cop, genius.”
“So arrest me. You leave my mother out of this.”


“Admirable. You still defend her even after the way she treated you.”
“She was sick,” he protested, glaring at Bailey. 

“And you were never good enough for her, no matter what you did. And then you were never good enough for Sandy, no matter what you did. I get that. But what did Melissa do to piss you off?”
“She was a fucking whore!” he shouted. 

“Because she picked Joseph over you.”
“No, because she was fucking another guy behind his back. Some yard guy. Shit, it was like a cheap porno movie with the housewife doing the pool guy.”
“So you taught her a lesson.”
“All those years I wanted her. A couple times I made passes at her and she always played all high and mighty and moral, preaching to me how she was my brother’s wife, how indecent it would be for us to fool around on Joey. And then she fucks the first yard man who gives her a second look.”
“You realized it was just you that didn’t make the grade. You being her brother-in-law had nothing to do with it.”
“I want a lawyer,” he said, seeming to realize he’d let his emotions get the best of him.

“That’s your right,” Bailey said, carefully picking up the paper cup that had held Jeff’s coffee. 

When Bailey emerged from the conference room, Don was waiting by the coffee machine in the bullpen, sipping a cup.





“Make yourself at home, Strachey,” Bailey teased. Unfazed, Don took another drink, wrinkling his nose.

“You should be glad I don’t sue you for poisoning me. Well?” he asked.

“He lawyered up, but he’s guilty as hell. And I have a DNA sample,” he said, motioning to a young woman in a lab coat who’d been waiting by his office. “One of our best evidence techs,” he said, and she smiled as she left with the cup. “That was nice work finding out about his mother. Gave me just the edge I needed to freak him out. And since he attacked me, we can arrest him for that, so he won’t walk out of here. At least, not tonight.”
“You’ve got a ways to go to convict him.”
“Not too far. Especially if we get a DNA match to the Murdoch case.”
“Well, hopefully—“ Don’s cell phone rang. “Excuse me,” he said, frowning as if he didn’t recognize the number. “Strachey.” Bailey watched a look of shock cross Don’s features. “Where are they taking him?” Another brief pause. “I’m on my way.” He stuck the phone in his pocket. “They’re taking Timothy to the ER. I gotta go.”
“I’ll drive you,” Bailey said, and they rushed toward the exit.

     ********
It was a dark, shadowy place that seemed surreal. In the distance was a light, and the light seemed like a source of warmth, peace, and goodness, unlike the cold dark place he was in now. Tim started walking toward it.

********

Don burst through the doors leading to the emergency area of the hospital. Bailey was trailing behind him, but he couldn’t stop to worry about where he was. All he could think about was finding Timmy. 

“Timothy Callahan,” he blurted at the first nurse he encountered. “Where is he?”
“Mr. Callahan’s in room 3, but you’ll have to wait here. The doctor’s with him now.”
“How is he? All they told me was he collapsed and they brought him in by ambulance.”
“The doctor will come out and talk to you as soon as he can. Please wait right here,” she said, directing him to a row of plastic chairs.

“Don, have a seat. It’s better for Tim if you stay out of their way while they’re treating him.”
“If he just passed out, he should be awake by now.” Don sat for a moment, but then stood up and started pacing. He watched as more medical personnel came running in response to a code blue—as they hurried into the room the nurse said Timmy was in. “Oh, my God,” he muttered, racing to the room, standing in the door unnoticed as they worked frantically on Timothy, his dark suit coat and white shirt open, t-shirt cut open, the defibrillator on his chest as they shocked him once, with no success. The buzz of the monitor that showed his flat-lined heart rate sliced into Don’s brain. They shocked him again, and a nurse noticed Don there and closed the door, nearly hitting him with it. 

If he hadn’t been weak with shock and fear, he’d have pushed back, barreled his way in there, but Bailey was pulling him back, saying something about waiting in the hall. He could still hear the activity on the other side of the door, and he heard it come to a stop. A moment later, the doctor he’d seen working on Timmy stepped out into the hall.

“You’re here for Timothy Callahan?” he said.

“He’s my partner, my husband. You got his heart going again, right? He’s gonna be okay? I want to see him,” Don insisted.

“I’m sorry, we did everything we could.”
“You’re just going to give up? You’ve got to get back in there and help him, for God’s sake!”
“I’m so sorry,” the doctor said, seeming genuinely moved by Don’s distress. “His heart stopped and we weren’t able to revive him. There really is nothing else we can do.”
Don knew his legs gave out, and he knew somehow his butt ended up in a chair and not on the floor, but it felt like everything was in a well. He fought hard to stay conscious, and stay present.

“Let me go to him,” he said, surprised at how small and weak his voice sounded.

“Don, put your head down and breathe,” Bailey said, pushing gently but insistently on the back of his neck. He must have been close to passing out, and Bailey was trying to keep him from going under. 

“Let me go to Timothy.” He sounded stronger to himself that time, and he wondered if his legs would hold him. They would have to. There was about thirty feet between him and Timmy, and his legs would just have to make that journey. He stood and only sheer will made him move forward and stay upright. He pushed the door open to the room, and a nurse was disconnecting the monitors.

“Could he have a minute?” Bailey asked. Don didn’t even know he had followed him there. 

“Of course,” she said, glancing at Timmy, who lay motionless on the gurney.

“I’ll be outside,” Bailey said. Don didn’t answer him. He couldn’t think about him. His focus was solely on Timmy’s still form, and the eerie silence of the room that had been alive with medical personnel moments earlier. 

********
Tim kept walking forward, moving toward the light and the warmth. 

“Don’t go there,” a voice called to him from behind. He turned to see Patricia Bernard standing there, looking the way she looked when he first spoke to her. “It’s what he wants.”
“Who?”
“My grandfather. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him, but you are. You’re young and strong and you have to fight it. Go back.”
“What do I do?”
“You know what to do. Tell everyone. It’s what he’s afraid of. It’s why he came for me in the middle of the night, to keep me silent because someone finally believed me. I wasn’t a danger to him when no one believed me. Make them believe you, or you’ll never find peace, even here.”
********
Don took Timmy's hand and leaned over him, kissing his lips. He nuzzled his neck that was still warm, and inhaled his scent. He rested his hand on Timmy's chest, but it didn't rise and fall like it should. There was no steady thump beneath his hand...no heartbeat. Soon, his skin would be cold to the touch. The warm, gentle hand in his would be cold, stiff, and unresponsive. 

A lifetime was playing itself out in Don's memory as he looked at his partner's face, not noticing his own tears falling there, and not seeing it still and lifeless. He was seeing Timmy's beautiful smile, the look in his deep blue eyes when he said "I love you," the way he looked in the moments when he came in Don's arms. Dancing with Timmy at their wedding, making love with him one of a thousand times, the way the limp hand in his had so often soothed away his pain or just held his hand and made his heart flutter. He didn't know yet what caused Timmy's heart to stop, but he knew that his own was shattered, and it would never sustain him through a life alone, without the other half of his soul. 

His nightmare came back to him like a horrific premonition, the dream that he'd had right after Timmy was attacked, when he'd come to screaming and nearly inconsolable from imagining Timmy's funeral. When he'd been enfolded in warm arms, kissed, reassured by his living partner's healthy heartbeat beneath his ear. Now, that heartbeat was silent, and within a day or so, he'd live that nightmare. In that moment, he knew he couldn't face that. 

"Timmy, honey, wait for me, because I don't have your faith and I'm scared. If I get there and I can't find you. . . ." He took out his gun. This was the right time and the right place. Emergency personnel would find him, clean up the mess. It was something he didn’t want to leave for Timmy’s grief-stricken parents, or Kenny to find. He knew what he wanted his last words to be. "I love you, Timothy Callahan. I'm coming, sweetheart."

He took out his gun, and while he held Timmy's hand in his, eased the barrel of it into his mouth. He nearly pulled the trigger before he planned when Timmy's body arched on the gurney with a sharp intake of breath. He pulled the gun out of his mouth and stood there, staring. Then Timmy took in another breath.

"Help! Somebody get in here! He's alive!" he shouted, leaning over Timmy, his own heart pounding so hard he thought it would burst. An insane laugh bubbled up at that irony—Timmy would be fine and he would be lying there dead from a heart attack from the sheer shock. He knew he wasn't thinking right, and he wondered if he'd gone mad. "Timothy, look at me!  Baby, it's me, Don."

Tim's eyes fluttered and then opened, locking with his. A nurse rushed in, then stuck her head back out the door and shouted for a doctor. 

"Don?" Tim's voice was faint, but his fingers curled around Don's and his chest was rising and falling in healthy respiration. His eyes looked fearful and haunted.

"Hey there, beautiful," he said, knowing he was crying and not caring. "The doctor needs to look at you, honey. I'll be right here" As an afterthought, he stuck his gun in his holster as the doctor rushed in and began checking Tim's vital signs. Tim wouldn't let go of Don's hand, so he stood his ground staying where Timmy wanted him, keeping out of the way as well as he could, but staying near his partner. "Is he okay?" he asked the doctor, knowing the question was simplistic, almost child-like, but it was all his boggled brain could come up with, and it was all that mattered. He'd want answers later, but right now all he cared was that Timmy was really alive and was going to stay that way. 

"His vital signs are strong, heart rate is a little quick, but nothing to be concerned about," the older man said, smiling at Tim when he looked at him. "We'll run some tests, make sure there's no underlying condition we need to address."

"How is this possible?" Don asked.

"Timothy, is there any history of catalepsy in your family?" the doctor asked.

"Cata—what?" Don repeated, frowning.

"Catalepsy. It's a condition in which people can go into a sort of trance that mimics death. Vital signs are sometimes undetectable. It's not a common condition, but it happens."

"No, none," Timmy replied, his voice still sounding weak and raspy. 

"We'll get him settled in CICU and connect a heart monitor." 

"Don has to stay with me," Tim said, squeezing his hand.

"I think we can arrange that," the doctor said. "Call up to CICU and find a room," the doctor told the nurse, who nodded and, with an uneasy look back at Timmy, left the room. "We'll get you more comfortable soon," he said, patting Tim's shoulder. 


"Doctor . . . I just don't understand this. I mean, this is like a miracle. How could you have thought he was gone—"

"It's extremely rare, but it's not beyond the scope of possibility. Your partner is living proof of that. We'll do everything we can to find an explanation, and we won't release him until we're confident that there's nothing that's cause for concern. I'm assuming he isn't seeing a cardiologist?"

"No, just a general practitioner for things like annual physicals and minor routine stuff."

"We'll get him evaluated by a cardiologist and monitor him carefully and get a full family history when he's had a chance to rest and feels a bit more up to going over all that."

After the doctor left the room, they had a few moments alone. Don stroked Timmy's hair and kissed him lightly on the lips, not wanting to linger too long there and hamper his breathing.

"Don . . . it was awful. We have to tell their story."

"Shh. You're safe now, sweetheart."

"Nobody's safe until we tell the story. She told me."

"Honey, I'm not leaving your side. I won't let anything hurt you." Don kissed his forehead and held onto his hand. "Who told you?"

"Patricia. I saw her. I don't know if it was a dream or really the other side, but I saw her. I can tell you who to call. You need to set up a press conference."


"A what?"

"Listen to me. They won't let me do anything once they get me all hooked up to monitors, but I'm all right. As long as we finish him once and for all. He tried to kill me because I was planning to tell the story. Oh, please, Donald, I know it sounds insane but you have to believe me."

"Of course, I believe you, baby. It's okay. I'll do whatever you tell me."

"Don't do it just to shut me up," he pleaded, his eyes filling. "I need you to believe me and do this or none of us are safe."

"Okay, honey. Calm down. I'll do whatever you say, I promise. Just stay calm and we'll get you settled, and I'll make all the calls."

"I'm not crazy. And neither was Patricia."


"I know you aren't." He kissed Timmy's forehead. "Stay calm, sweetheart. We'll handle this, and it'll be okay, I promise. I can do anything as long as I have you. If that dead bastard is the one who hurt you, I'll take him down. You believe me, honey. Trust me. I'll take care of you."

Don stayed in Timmy's sight while he was moved to his room, and helped him out of his clothes and into his hospital gown. The nurse that assisted them seemed to pick up on Timmy's fear and insistence on Don's presence, and worked around Don's participation in getting Timmy settled. 

"Everything okay?" Don asked as she checked Timmy's blood pressure and made a couple of adjustments to the monitors.

"His blood pressure is a little high, but he's had a rough afternoon. How are you feeling, Tim?" she asked, and he gave her one of his sweet smiles. Don savored the sight, having too recently thought he'd never see another one of those. 

"Better, thank you. Tired," he admitted.

"Now if we let your boyfriend stay with you, you're going to behave yourself and rest, right?"

"He's not my boyfriend," Tim said, lacing his fingers with Don's as Don stood near the bed. "He's my husband," he said, looking at Don with love.

"My mistake," she said, smiling. "Okay, I'll leave you two alone for a while. He needs to rest," she said to Don. "Make sure he gets some sleep and stays relaxed."

"I'll take care of him, don't worry," he said, kissing the back of Tim's hand. She left them with a little smile.

"Get me something to write on."

"I'll write everything down. Just tell me." Don took notes while Timmy gave him the names of several reporters from both newspapers and television stations. "What do I tell them?"

"Tell them we found the photograph in our house, and tell them what we know about the family history. Organize it with Bailey, so you're just telling people about the case. Once the story's out, there's no reason for him to protect it anymore."

"Only if Bailey can do the press conference, because I won't leave you, honey."

"Okay. I don't really want you to."

"Do you want to talk to me about what happened?"

"Not now," he said, looking at their joined hands. "I'm really tired."

"Sleep, sweetheart," Don said softly, kissing him. "I'll call Bailey. He'll help us out."

"Did I hear my name?" Bailey said quietly from the door. Tim seemed to be peaceful, like he was content to drift off, so Don walked out to the hall to talk to Bailey. "How's my nephew?" he asked, and Don momentarily paused, confused, then noticed the nurse at the nurses' station giving them the fish eye. 

"I let him know his Uncle Bub was here," Don said. 

"They wouldn't let me up here unless I was family," he whispered. "And then I had to tell them that his aunt and I raised him, since an ordinary uncle apparently didn't cut it."

"You made up that story to get in here?"

"I haven't been undercover in a while," he joked.

"You need to get out more."

"That's what I keep telling my captain. Do they know what happened?"

"Not yet. They're going to run some tests, monitor him for a while. His vital signs are strong and he seems fine, just scared shitless."

"About what?"

"I need your help with something."

"Sure, what?"

"Timothy wants me to set up a press conference.” 
"Excuse me?"
Don pulled Bailey aside, away from earshot of the nurse, and explained what Timmy told him. "It doesn't matter if you don't believe him, or me. I understand that. But all I'm asking is that you help me get this thing going, and tell the story of the hundred-year-old cold case and finding the photo—nothing to do with ghosts."

"I'd have to have my captain's okay," he said, checking his watch.

"We can make the eleven o'clock news if we get on it."

"Tim's convinced that's what's keeping this thing going? Some ghost trying protect his reputation?"

"Status, money, and the family name meant enough to him to kill his whole family for. It's not too hard to believe he doesn't want to be known as a murderer."

"You know how utterly ridiculous this sounds, right?"

"Absolutely. I can do it myself, throwing Timmy's name around to these people," he said, opening up his notepad and gesturing at the list. "But it will have more credibility if you're behind it, speaking for the police department."

"Give me the list," he said. "You stay with him. I'll throw his name around when I call the reporters. I've seen your partner snake-charming the media on TV a couple times. He could probably tell them the ghost story and get it printed."

"Thanks."

"Don't thank me until we pull this off. You want to be there when the cameras are rolling?"

"I won't leave him," Don said. It was an easy decision. Until he could feel Timmy was safe, until Timmy felt safe, he'd be by his side. 

"Okay. There's a lady down in the waiting room named Kathy Adams. She said she was your neighbor?"

"She was at the funeral home with Timothy. Do me a favor—"

"Another one? Wait, let me start writing these down," he said sarcastically, though his tone was more joking than scolding. 

"Would you please just ask her what happened? I don't want to leave him," he said glancing back at Timmy, who seemed to have dozed off to sleep, "but I want to know why he passed out like that."

"Sure. I'll update her before I get the ball rolling. And I need to get back and see if I can have another go at Norris. He's still cooling his heels at headquarters, waiting for his lawyer to show up."

********
Tim’s peaceful nap was short-lived, between his own mind tormenting him with images of unpleasant-looking corpses, a deranged Daniel Bernard stalking his family through the house with a carving knife, and the restlessness of knowing what needed to be done and not being able to get up and go do it himself. And, if he did manage to drift completely off, it only lasted moment before a nurse was there to take his blood pressure, draw his blood, or otherwise probe him in an unwelcome manner. He’d been through an EKG test and some other ultrasound thing he didn’t really remember the name of. 

The only thing keeping him sane was Don’s constant presence, his familiar hand around Tim’s, soft lips kissing him and whispering to him when he was fitful, and the trust he had that Don would somehow protect him against all things mundane and supernatural. He opened his eyes, and was greeted with Don’s big smile. He was sitting in a chair next to the bed, holding Tim’s hand, watching him intently. 

“Did you call everyone?” he asked, wishing he wasn’t so worried about it, that he could say something more loving to the man who was hanging on his every breath. But he was scared, and he felt as if every moment was borrowed until they got the word out. 

“Bailey’s calling the press conference to announce the solving of a hundred-year-old cold case. I didn’t want to leave you, so I asked him to do it. He said he’d throw your name around with the reporters to get them interested.”
“I get them interested throwing the senator’s name around,” Tim said, smiling.

“I think they’ll respond to your name, sweetheart. You have them wrapped around one of your beautiful fingers,” he said, kissing Tim’s hand. 

“Could you give me a hand getting to the bathroom?”
“Yup.” Don held up a plastic urinal.

“Oh, for God’s sake. I’m fine.”
“Honey, your heart stopped. For quite a long time. They just want to be sure. The doctor said if all your tests come back clear, they’ll discharge you, probably tomorrow. Besides, there’s no bathroom in here. Just a sink.”
“I could aim high,” Tim quipped, smiling at him. It really wasn’t the end of the world, and Don looked so tired. He didn’t need to fight this battle, too. 

“You picked me, didn’t you?” he joked, easing the container into place, smiling when a look of relief washed over Tim’s face as he filled it. “We know your kidneys are fine.”
“Oh, shut up,” Tim replied, laughing. Don was chuckling softly as he took the container and disposed of its contents, washed up, and then returned to his post next to Tim’s bed. “I love you,” he said, taking Don’s hand. He was surprised when Don’s expression faltered, and he started to cry. “Honey, I’m okay. It’s all right,” he said, pulling on Don’s hand until he got up, sat on the side of the bed and let Tim’s arms enfold him. He cried on Tim’s shoulder, clinging to him while Tim stroked his hair and muttered love words and calming things in his ear. 

“I never thought I’d hear you say that, ever again,” he finally whispered. “I didn’t think I’d ever hear your voice or feel your arms around me. . . .”
“I’m okay, baby. I’ll tell you I love you a hundred times a day if it makes you happy.”
“Be careful what you promise,” he managed, and Tim smiled, squeezing him a little closer.

“That explains the little spike in your monitor,” the nurse said, smiling at them as she checked the other equipment in the room. 

“Sorry,” Don mumbled, wiping at his eyes before he moved away, back to his chair.

“I think we can make an exception in this case,” she said, falling silent as she took Tim’s pulse. 

“How am I?” Tim asked. 

“You’re very healthy, Tim,” she said, making notes on the chart. “You have the best vital signs on the floor right now.”
“Something tells me that wouldn’t take much,” he said.

“You could be onto something there, but you’re doing very well. We just made a fresh pot of coffee in the nurses’ lounge. You look like you could use some,” she said to Don.

“I’d kill for a cup of coffee.”
“Considering you’re armed, I’ll get right on that.”
“Sorry,” he replied, snorting a little laugh.

“I might even be able to scare up a couple cookies,” she added, patting his shoulder as she headed out the door. 

That evening, Bailey called and told them to turn on the eleven o’clock news. After leading in with a couple breaking stories, the anchor began talking about the Albany PD solving a hundred-year-old case, uncovering a multiple murder that happened in one of the city’s most prestigious historic neighborhoods. Then they cut to Bailey in the lobby of the Albany PD headquarters, talking to a group of reporters.

“It’s a very unique situation, and the means of investigating a case this old are not typical. The new owners of the Bernard house found a key piece of evidence in the house that had apparently been overlooked for decades. In the Victorian tradition of post mortem or bereavement photography, a killer took a photograph of his victims, documenting a crime that, for over a hundred years, was dismissed as being the result of a tragic fire.” 
Tim felt his whole body relax as he lay there with Don holding his hand, watching the tiny television screen close to his bed. Bailey did an excellent job of exposing Daniel Bernard as the murderer he was, and he even made sure to read off the names of Alice, his wife, and Charlotte, Sarah, and William, his three children. He thanked the surviving descendants of the Bernard family for their cooperation and desire to see justice served, even at such a late date, and recognized Don and Tim and the homeowners who brought it to light and were the impetus behind the investigation. When it was over, Don turned off the little TV. The CICU was quieter than other parts of the hospital, and Don had fit himself onto the mattress so Tim could put his head on Don’s shoulder and sleep with Don’s arm around him and their hands joined. 

“Are you okay?” Tim asked, and Don smiled down at him. 

“You’re the one in the hospital bed.”
“Technically, we both are, but I’m serious, honey. Are you okay?”
“I am now.” He was quiet a few minutes, kissing Tim’s forehead and nosing his hair. Tim could hear and feel him sniffing around up there.

“What are you doing?”
“You’re alive and warm and you smell like you.” He rested his cheek against Tim’s hair. “I just want to breathe you in. When I thought you were gone . . . I thought about how I like to sleep in on your pillow after you go to work in the morning and I’ve been out late,” he said, a smile in his voice. “It smells like you, and it helps me sleep.” He sighed. “If you were gone, eventually, it would all be gone, too. I wondered how long traces of you would stay with me. But it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t be here long enough for it to matter.”
“Don—“
“Don’t try to tell me that you’d want me to go on, because I can’t,” Don said, his voice strained to a whisper. “I’d do anything for you, promise you anything . . . but not that.”
Tim was quiet a moment, trying to think of how he should answer. He could give Don a pep talk about going on, living for him, or even try pulling out a little hellfire from his upbringing, and talk about suicides going to hell, and then how would they be together if he was in heaven? But for as tough as he was, Don was fragile inside. And he was made the way he was made, and one thing Tim had done from the start was love him as he was, unconditionally, without trying to shape him into something different. So he kissed Don’s neck, because he could reach it easily, and pulled his hand up and kissed it, holding it close to his cheek. 

“I guess I’ll just have to stay healthy, then, won’t I?”
“There’s really no other alternative,” Don confirmed, giving him one of those big smiles of his, and he knew he’d given the right answer. 

“Sleep, my love. I’m fine, and I’ll still be here when you wake up,” Tim said.

Daniel Bernard had been exposed to the public for what he was. No one could silence his victims anymore, and no one else would become his victim as he reached out from beyond the grave to protect his secret. The secret was out, and finally, Tim felt like he could rest easy. He hoped Daniel Bernard’s slain family would enjoy the same peace.

********
Within the next few days, a DNA match between the tissue under Sandra Murdoch's nails and the sample Bailey had obtained from Jeff Norris led him to admit to having seen Sandra near the time of her murder, and claim they'd had consensual sex. Given his earlier outburst, his statements about Melissa Norris, and the physical evidence, the DA was ready to move ahead with charging him with both murders. There was no evidence to tie him to Scott Wallace's death and, while Don was happy to relay that to Mrs. Wallace, he still held onto the lingering suspicion that Jeff Norris had a hand in it. 

Tim was released from the hospital the day after he was admitted, with a clean bill of health, leaving puzzled medical personnel in his wake. Kathy Adams had told Bailey that Tim had just suddenly gotten this awful look of shock on his face while he was kneeling next to Patricia's casket, and then collapsed. No one else had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary. 

Finally, Tim told Don what he had seen and heard right before everything went black. Medical science would say he'd suffered a terrible shock from some horrendous hallucination, but Tim firmly believed Daniel Bernard had used his granddaughter's corpse to make an attempt on his life. Don no longer questioned him, or let the tendrils of skepticism creep into his mind. Tim was not insane, he wasn't unbalanced from his own traumatic experience, and there was no other explanation that made sense why Tim nearly died, in fact, did die and came back, simply from a good scare, real or imagined. 

"I think the weather man was right," Don said, shivering. "It's gonna snow tonight."

"Winter's coming," Timmy agreed, smiling. They were standing in the historic Albany Rural Cemetery, where the Bernard family plot was located. Don knew he should be praying for the souls of the dead or thinking some other meditative thoughts, but all he could focus on was how beautiful Timmy looked in his long dark topcoat, how good it felt to stand there with their gloved hands holding onto each other, how unspeakably grateful he was not to be standing there looking down at Timmy's grave. "It's not much, but I think it's been a while since someone put something out here," he said, referring to the grave blankets they'd brought for Alice, Charlotte, Sarah, and William. The rich blankets of pine were accented with red velvet bows, pine cones, and poinsettias. 

"I think you did a lot for these people. I'm sure wherever they are, they're grateful," Don said. Tim smiled at that. 

"I can't get out of my mind the terror on Sarah's face that night, how she seemed to be reaching out to me, and I couldn't help her."

"You did help her, honey. She's free now. She stayed in that house all that time, trying to tell her story. Daniel Bernard was there . . . she must have been in an eternal state of terror, sharing that space with the man who killed her and her family."

Large, puffy snowflakes began to fall, and a whirlwind caught the dry, brown, fallen leaves under the big oak tree near where they stood, lifting and swirling them for a moment and then it was over. Timmy had said a prayer when they first got there with the grave blankets, but now he knelt on one knee by Sarah's grave.

"Eternal rest grant unto her, oh Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon her. May she rest in peace. Amen.” He made the Sign of the Cross and stood.
"We need to go," Don said, checking his watch. Tim was due to testify at Joseph Norris's trial, and they would have to get started back toward town to get there in time.

"I know."

"Maybe we'll bring lilies for Easter," Don said, and Tim hugged him close.

"I love you."

"I love you, too, sweetheart."

When they arrived at the courthouse, Krista Norris was among those waiting to go into the courtroom. 

"I guess we'll be seeing a lot of each other in court," she said, smiling sadly as she shook hands with Don. 

"Unfortunately," Don said. "Krista, this is my partner, Tim Callahan," he introduced, and they shook hands.

"I am so sorry for what Joey did. I know there's no way to make up for it, or to excuse it, but there's more to him than this. He was a good brother . . . he just lost it after Melissa died."

"Grief can do terrible things to someone," Timmy said, and Don knew his partner was thinking more of him than of the Norris clan. 

"Yes, that's true. I was looking through some old family pictures last night. It's hard to believe there won't be anyone left. My dad's gone, and both my brothers will be in prison. I actually called my mom last night. We haven't talked in a long time."

"Will she be here for either trial?" Don asked.

"Not unless Jeff's lawyer subpoenas her, which he might."

"Your mother probably can't lucidly testify to what she did years ago, before she was medicated," Tim said.

"That's what her doctor and the lawyer are talking about now, to figure that out. I just wish Melissa had confided in me, or someone, that Jeff had made a pass at her. If we'd known there was stress there, maybe we could have done something."

"You didn't know he was dangerous," Don said. "Even if she'd said something, I doubt any of you would have assumed he'd do anything violent."

"He still swears he didn't kill her or Sandra Murdoch."

"You know he's lying?" Don asked, and she looked at him for a moment before nodding a bit reluctantly.

"Yes, I know. I'd like to believe that he's innocent, but I don't. Joey still won’t accept it.  He says the cops are framing Jeff."

"I wish there was an outcome to all this that was less tragic for your family," Tim said. Don loved him for his kindness and for even caring what Joseph Norris's family went through. He rested his hand in the middle of Timmy's back, and he realized as he watched him, his love was probably written all over his face. 

"Thank you. That's very kind of you." She headed into the courtroom. Before they could follow her, Bailey joined them.
"You're never going to believe what we just found," he said, and the spring in his step made it obvious it was something big, and something good.

"The Lindbergh baby?" Tim asked. 
Bailey looked nonplused. "How do you deal with that?" he asked Don.

"Just stand here and enjoy it," Don replied, slipping his hand into Timmy's and smiling at him like a lovesick schoolgirl. 

"What did you find?" Tim asked, giving him his opening to share the big news.

"Just the Melissa Norris murder scene," he announced.

"Where?" Don asked, his eyes widening.

"Jeff Norris has a crummy little hunting cabin about fifty miles from here. We've been going over all his property, his cars, his clothes, everything, trying to find a trace of something. There's a steel building on the property with the cabin. Frankly, if I were staying there I think I'd stay in the building and just use the cabin for kindling. Anyway, I guess he's done some car restoration out there, which explains some of the weird stuff we found on Melissa Norris's body, like metallic blue paint particles. He restored a vintage Mustang out there and painted it a dark metallic blue."

"What did you find out there? Just the paint?" Tim asked.

"No. We found some dark stains on the concrete floor, under some cartons. So we sprayed the place with Luminol, and it lit up like a Christmas tree. We're checking into how long he's owned that property to see if it's possible that Sandra Murdoch was murdered there, too. We have to test the blood we found there, obviously, but it all adds up. According to his wife, he was at the cabin working on the car the weekend Melissa disappeared.” He paused. "That's not all. We found skeletal remains behind the building."

"Another victim?” Don asked, frowning.

"Looks like it. The ME said it was a female, but we don't have anything more to go on yet than that. She's on the slab downtown right now. Our pal, Jeff, just might be a serial killer. We're running down every missing person case in a hundred mile radius with a victim that matches his type. We're compiling quite a list. I might need to farm out some legwork," he said, looking at Don.

"You know where to find me. Norris still won't change his story?"

"No, we're all railroading him and he's the victim.” Bailey snorted. "I hope his jury has a sense of humor if that's his defense."

********
The DA made a powerful opening statement, painting Joseph Norris as a sadistic man drunk on revenge who had every intention of torturing Tim according to a complex game plan that imitated his wife's suffering, and then killing him the same way she had been killed, by slitting his throat. It was hard to listen to, and Tim was glad to have his hand in the warmth and strength of Don's hand. He also knew how hard it was for his partner to sit still and listen to it, to not lunge across the courtroom and lay hands on Joseph Norris. Rehabilitation had gotten him out of his wheelchair, but he still used a cane, and looked like a mere remnant of the man who had attacked Tim months earlier.  
The defense attorney offered an argument that would be plausible to someone who hadn't been there, who didn't know the truth. That Joseph Norris was a man destroyed by grief, struggling with substance abuse, and only planning to scare Tim, never really intending to follow through with killing him. 

Tim knew he was the prosecution's star witness, and he had pressured the DA not to make a deal with Norris, so he felt no small burden resting on his shoulders when he was sworn in and took the stand. The first part of his testimony was fairly benign, just establishing the logistics, where Joseph Norris was in the room, what he said, that he had a grudge against Don. 

"After he used what you later determined was a stun gun, what did he do?"

"He dragged me up on the bed, and then he took my clothes off."

"You couldn't move?"

"I tried, but I couldn't move until after he had me restrained."

"What were you feeling at that point?"

"Fear, mostly. I figured if he was stripping me and tying me up, nothing good was coming. Then he started talking about what happened to his wife, that the man who killed her . . . put things inside her."

"What did he tell you about his plans for you?"

"That he was going to do to me everything the killer did to his wife because he was angry with my partner for not finding her in time, and not refunding his retainer."

"So he said he was planning to torture and kill you because he didn't get his money back?"

"Yes, that seemed to be an important issue with him, and because he said the only way Don would know what he'd been through was to go through it himself, to find me like that."

"He stated that he intended to kill you?"

"Yes," Tim replied. He swallowed. He felt sick, trapped, almost as if he were restrained on the bed again. "It was the first thing he said to me, even before he tied me down. I had just left a voice mail message for Don," he explained, pausing, glancing at Don who surreptitiously pressed his fingers against his lips as if he were throwing Tim a kiss. The little gesture made him feel stronger, and he found himself almost smiling. "He must've heard what I said, because he said something to the effect that he bet Don would listen to that a lot, since it would be the last message I ever left for him."

"What else did he tell you about his wife's death?"

"That she'd been raped, tortured, and mutilated. And he . . . made a gay slur, I suppose you'd call it."

"A gay slur? What did he say?"

"He said he didn't know what we got out of . . . anal penetration," Tim felt the bile rising in his throat, but he fought it. "Then he laid something heavy and cold on my back. It felt like metal. He was going to put it inside me."

"Were those his words, 'anal penetration'?" 

 "No."

 "What did he say?"

"He said he didn't know what we got out of taking it up the ass, since he never got much of a thrill from his annual prostate exam."

"What did he do next?"

"He told me that his wife's killer bit her, cut her with a knife . . . and mutilated her," he concluded, his voice shaking. "He told me it wasn't about me, that I just had to pay the price so my partner could learn a lesson," he added.

"You were fighting against your restraints all this time?"

"Now that I could move again, yes. My wrists were in handcuffs, and I guess my ankles were in some kind of straps or something. I didn't really see them."

"What happened while you were struggling with the handcuffs?"

"I sprained my left wrist. I knew it was stupid. Handcuffs don't just pop open but I was so scared I just kept yanking on it and then the pain came and I knew I'd done something to myself."

He could see Don saying something to Bailey, and Bailey making some kind of placating gesture, trying to keep him calm and in his seat. He wondered how long that would be successful.

"What happened next?"

"He took out the whip. He told me his wife was suspended for part of her torture, but he couldn't figure out where to suspend me so he'd just have to do it there on the bed, or something like that."

"Did he mention anything else about his wife?" 

"He talked about the killer . . . cutting her breasts, and what kind of whip he used. That he'd read the coroner's report over and over again and he tried to get one that was just like that one to use on me." Tim covered his mouth, and his body started to shake. "I'm sorry," he muttered.
Don started to stand but Bailey pulled on his arm and said something to him that kept him from getting himself into trouble with the judge.

"Mr. Callahan, do you need a moment?" the judge asked. 

"Yes, I think so," he replied, unable to look up at the man. He just needed a moment with Don.

"We'll take a fifteen minute recess," the judge announced, banging his gavel. Don was out of his seat like a shot, making it to the witness stand almost before Tim had time to get out of the chair. 

"Don't look at him," Don said, referring to Norris, sliding his arm around Tim and leading him out of the courtroom. They sat on a bench in the hall. 

"It's really hard," Tim said, taking the handkerchief Don handed him to wipe under his glasses. "I didn't think it would be so hard. I've been over it before."

"Not with Norris sitting there staring at you, and a room full of people listening." He rubbed Tim's back gently. "It's gonna be okay, honey. I wish I could make this go away for you."

"I have to do this. I won't let him get away with any part of what he did to me. I keep telling myself that I'm alive, I have the chance to face the man who victimized me, and I need to take that."

"And I'm so proud of you, sweetheart." Don kissed the back of his hand. "But that doesn't mean it's not hard."

"It's just . . . repeating every detail, trying to keep it straight in order . . . I have to relive it in my head to do that."
"Thought you could use this," Bailey said, approaching them and handing Tim a bottle of water. 

"Thank you. I feel sick. Maybe this'll help," he took a drink, and his hand shook a little as he lifted the bottle. Bailey sat on the other side of him. 

"You're doing great in there. Three of the jurors were in tears. The rest of them look seriously freaked out."

"I know how they feel," Tim replied. 

"I've seen a lot of people take the stand and talk about a lot of awful things in my career. It's never easy, and it's never fair what we have to put the victims through, but you need the jury on your side, on the prosecution's side. You can spit facts at them all day, but they're gonna be swayed by the people involved."

"Thanks for your moral support," Tim said, then added, "and for keeping Don in his seat so the judge doesn't throw him in jail." He squeezed Don's hand. 

"I'll let you two catch your breath. I gotta make a phone call before we go back in there," he said, taking his leave.

"He's been really good to us through all this," Tim said to Don.

"Bailey's a decent guy for a cop," he said, smiling, and Tim smiled back. 

"I kind of dread the cross-examination," Tim admitted quietly. "This is so hard, and the DA's on our side," he said. 

"I know, honey." Don gave him a hug then, holding him close for a few seconds. "I'm so proud of you, Timothy." They parted slightly, and Don touched Tim's face gently. "This'll be over soon, and when it is, they're gonna throw the book at Norris." 
"I hope so."

"Hey, don't tell me I hear doubt from the man who fought ghosts, and won."

"I guess I did do that, didn't I?"

"Yes, you did. And you've been known to swing a pretty mean shovel."

"Unfortunately, that doesn't help me much."

"You're strong and brave, and you'll survive this, and it'll be okay. I will be right there with you, sweetheart. If you need me, you just give me a sign, and I'll make it stop."

"You can't do that, but I love you for wanting to."

"Watch me." He winked at Tim and smiled, and Tim had to smile back. "You're the love of my life, Timothy. That takes precedence over everything else. Even a pissed off judge."

"No, it doesn't, because I want you to come home with me tonight, not end up in jail on contempt charges."

"Okay, okay. I'll behave myself."

"Good. Just seeing you there, knowing you'll be there when it's over, I can do it."

"I know you can, beautiful. Hey, I've got a surprise for you. I was gonna wait until tonight, over dinner, but maybe it'll give you something nice to think about to get through this." He took an envelope out of his breast pocket and handed it to Tim, watching anxiously as he opened it. Tim couldn't help the little intake of breath at the contents. It was confirmation for flight reservations to Ireland for the upcoming March. More specifically, over St. Patrick's Day.

"Donald, I know we talked about this, but. . . ."

"I want to take my beautiful Irish partner to a real St. Patrick's Day party he won't forget. I'm not waiting any longer to do something you've been wanting to do. We're going to go there and jump headfirst into the festivities and take a bunch of pictures and you're going to post a bunch of them on your Facebook page so you can show off your trip to all your friends, and you can pick whatever attractions you want to go to, and I won't complain. Just as long as you let me share every minute of it with you, and our accommodations have a nice, comfortable bed, because it's gonna be a second honeymoon."

"I can't believe you did this. I've wanted to go for so long, and on St. Patrick's Day, to be in Ireland? It's wonderful." He hugged Don and held on a long moment, feeling like he could face anything as he held onto the thought of two weeks traipsing around Ireland with Don, seeing all the sights, immersing themselves in the culture and experiencing something they'd always remember. 

The rest of Tim's testimony was difficult for him to get through, but oddly, the cross-examination wasn't as painful as he expected. The defense attorney kept trying to discredit his assertion that Joseph Norris really planned to kill him, but Tim simply remained consistent in recounting what was said to him, and expressed his fear and his pain to the best of his ability. When it was over, Don was there to take him away from all of it, out to a nice restaurant where a bottle of wine and a long appetizer course coaxed him into relaxing, back into having an appetite again. They dined at a cozy table in a dimly lit corner of the Italian restaurant that was one of their favorites.

"Don't look now, but I think Kenny reconsidered about Aaron," Tim said, and Don, of course, looked immediately. Aaron and Kenny were a few tables away, talking and laughing, drinking wine and eating pasta. Kenny spotted them and waved, then poked Aaron, who turned around and waved and smiled.

"Gotta wonder how that one's gonna turn out," Don commented, shaking his head after they'd waved back. "I hope he doesn't take Aaron for a ride."

"I think Aaron's going in with his eyes open. Kenny's a little younger, a little flightier, and he knows that. Maybe Aaron will be the stabilizing force that gets him to settle down."

"Tall, dark, handsome guys can do that to a person, even when they don't plan on it," Don said, holding up his glass to toast. Tim tapped his glass against it and they both drank. 

"Don't underestimate blue-eyed blonds with great bodies," he countered, and Don laughed. 

"And horrible schedules."

"With unreliable cars."

"Okay, enough. Why is everyone always picking on my car?" Don asked, but he was smiling.

"I'm not picking on your car, honey," Tim said, taking his hand. "I love everything about you, just the way you are."

"I know," Don said, his eyes filling a little and his voice coming out a bit shaky. "You always have."

********
Don couldn’t think of anything closer to paradise than where he was at that moment. Soft music was playing, candlelight was dancing around them, and he had Timothy in his mouth, pleasuring him, making him moan and writhe on the bed. Every time he made Timmy come, every time he held him and loved him and they shared their bodies, hearts, and souls in that bed, it felt like they reclaimed a little more of their lives, a little more of their power. Timmy had taken on Joseph Norris and faced him down, and by the sheer force of his will, refused to let him get the upper hand. Whether he’d been bolstered by fighting spirits or was just that strong, Don wasn’t sure, but he suspected the latter. If a little murdered girl named Sarah had inspired him to fight, shown him the way to taking his life back, then Don would always be grateful to her, and more than happy to put flowers on her grave every now and then. 

But he wasn’t thinking about death and graves. Timmy had been snatched from the jaws of that fate not once, but twice, in recent months, and Don was finished dwelling on that. Instead, he was giving more thought to promoting Kenny, increasing his responsibilities, and making more time to just be with Timmy. It didn’t matter if that meant going on their trip to Ireland, or grocery shopping together. Life with Timmy would never be long enough at its longest, and he was going to savor every second.

As for savoring, he hummed low in his throat, moved his tongue around the way he knew drove Timmy crazy. He fondled Timmy’s warm, heavy balls and stroked his chest and belly, wishing he had more hands, that he could touch him more places. When he came with a cry of Don’s name, he drank him down, not releasing him until he was done. His own erection was longing for attention, and as in most things, Timmy didn’t leave him unsatisfied for long. He shifted onto his side and drew one leg up, looking utterly relaxed and ready for Don to take him.

Don moved up and kissed his cheek and his shoulder, nipped at his earlobe and kissed his neck, wrapping his arms around him. He was hot and bothered, but holding Timmy and loving him was as sweet as being inside him. Tasting and smelling his skin, caressing him, tackling the insurmountable task of showing him just a little of how much he was loved . . . these were the moments that Don treasured. These, and so many others that were part of their lives together. 

He eased a slick finger inside Timmy, stretching him, teasing him, taking his time.

“You smell good,” he growled in Timmy’s ear, literally growling a little, nipping at the ear again, making Timmy laugh. His partner had way too few reasons to laugh lately, and it was a sound he loved. He wanted to hear more of it. He sucked some of the soft skin on Timmy’s neck, leaving a bright mark. “Taste good, too.” He eased a second finger in, moving them around, making Timmy arch and shout when he teased his prostate. He wanted him to be getting hard again, to get something out of it, not just lie there sated while Don got his turn. 

When he entered him, it was slow and gentle. It felt so damn good in there, but he wanted to romance Timmy and make him feel good, even though his instincts were screaming for him to start pumping. He eased in and out slowly, gently, making Timmy moan and seeing that he was getting hard. He buried his nose in the back of Timmy’s hair and inhaled, then did the same thing in the curve of his neck, letting him know he was being sniffed, letting his hands roam over the soft hair on Timmy’s belly and chest, finally reaching down to stroke him. 

“Love you, sweetheart,” he gasped, moving a little faster now, stroking Timmy inside and out, rubbing and gently pinching Timmy’s nipples.

“Donald . . . so good, baby,” Timmy managed, and then he moaned, leaning his head back against Don, leaving a tasty expanse of neck that was too good to pass up. Don kissed and licked at the soft skin, kissing his way up to Timmy’s ear, whispering little love words, feeling his heart and soul soar with his body as they came. Since Timmy’s—and consequently, his own—close brush with death, every time they made love felt like a celebration of a life they almost lost, another chance at life, warmth, passion and intimacy. 

Timmy turned over then, and they smiled at each other before losing themselves in long, languid kisses. 

“That was special,” Timmy said, sharing his pillow with Don. 

“It always is,” Don replied, kissing him again. “Every time is more special than the last.”
“And not as special as the next time,” Timmy countered, bumping noses with him. “Makes me wonder how incredible the next time is gonna be.”
“I guess we’ll have to take a nap and then find out.”
“I love you so much,” he said, kissing Don again. “I wish there were better words,” he said, smiling softly, touching Don’s cheek.

“There couldn’t be better words than those, wrapped up in your sweet voice, honey.”
“I love you,” he said, kissing Don’s cheek. “I love you,” he repeated, kissing Don’s nose. “I love you,” he said again, nuzzling Don’s neck as he started laughing. Then, he took Don’s face in his hands. “I love you,” he said, his tone serious.

“You don’t have to stop on my account,” Don teased, and Timmy tackled him, smothering him with kisses and professions of love.

********
The jury deliberated for two days before coming back with a verdict in Joseph Norris’s trial. Don held Timmy’s hand in both of his, not sure who needed the reassurance more, but suspecting he did. Timmy had been strong and determined in standing up for himself and testifying, and not letting Norris or his lawyer intimidate him. 

Since Timmy’s momentary “death,” Don hadn’t felt all that stable, and he knew he had a tendency to hover over his partner and seek out his hand, or sit close enough their shoulders touched, to somehow look for a way to soak up Timothy’s “aliveness.” Most nights, he found a way to sleep near Timmy or in his arms so he could feel him breathe or hear his heartbeat. If his clinging was noticeable, Timmy didn’t complain and didn’t question him. Like he always did, he just gave Don what he needed and let him have the time to figure things out his own way. That deep understanding of how his mind and spirit worked only made him more afraid of losing the only person who ever knew him that way, or ever would. He hoped putting days, weeks, and months between that awful moment when he held Timmy’s lifeless hand and kissed his still lips would heal what was still fractured inside him, that he would eventually forget the taste and the feeling of the barrel of his gun inside his mouth, and the reality that if Timmy had breathed a moment later, he would have come to with Don’s dead body slumped across him. 

They rose for the judge to enter, and Don only kept up because Timmy stood and the movement jarred him out of his morose thoughts. The judge instructed the jury to read the verdict, and the foreman, an older man in a white shirt and blue cardigan sweater, began.

“On the charge of breaking and entering, we find the defendant guilty.”
Timmy’s hand flexed a bit on Don’s, but he had little reaction. Everyone expected that much. 

“On the charge of assault in the first degree, we find the defendant guilty.”
They exchanged looks, and Don glanced at Bailey, who was watching the jury intently, waiting for the charges they’d been the most in doubt on, that Timmy’s testimony had been needed to bolster.

“On the charge of unlawful imprisonment, we find the defendant guilty.”
Don glanced over at Joseph Norris and his defense attorney, who were looking more and more wilted as the verdict continued. They’d presented the tragic story of Melissa Norris’s murder, Joseph Norris’s subsequent decline into substance abuse and mental instability, but apparently the jury didn’t feel that obliterated his sense of right and wrong, or in any way excused the torture of an innocent victim.

“On the charge of attempted murder,”
Timmy’s hand tightened on Don’s, and he squeezed back. 

“. . . We find the defendant guilty.”
Don knew the judge was saying something else, then people were moving around in the courtroom, it was getting noisy. None of that mattered. When the word “guilty” had been uttered on the final charge, he’d taken Timmy in his arms and held on, whispering over and over into his ear, “You did it, sweetheart. You got him. It’s over.”
When they parted, Bailey shook hands with Tim.

“Nice job making that SOB take the heat for every last charge. He’ll be pretty old when he sees the light of day again. Maybe he can meet up with his psychopath brother in prison.”
“Have they set a trial date yet?” Don asked.

“No, because the DA is in talks with the defense right now.”
“About what? The man murdered two women—well, three, counting the remains you found out there on his property. How do you bargain that?”
“When you’d like to find the remains of the six others he claims he’s killed over the last fifteen years. All cute blondes, all of them who somehow slighted him or rejected his advances. The only bargaining chip on the table is whether we go for the death penalty, which he’d get if convicted, or life in prison. He’s not too crazy about death row, so he’s dangling the carrot of solving those other cases out there to save his ass. Frankly, as long as he’s locked up somewhere, and we give closure to those families, I’m all for it.”
“At least it would bring some kind of justice to them, and let them bury their loved ones,” Tim said.

“Yeah, which even if we went through the time and expense of all those investigations to tie those cases in to Norris, he’s claiming not all the bodies are on the same property. We’d still be hunting for remains we probably won’t find, if no one’s found them up to now.”
“I guess there’s no such thing as a happy ending in situations like these,” Don said, watching Krista Norris leaving the courtroom in tears with a couple other family members. 

********
"Don, what are you doing?"

"Climbing over this guard rail," he said, finishing the motion until he was standing on the other side of it, closer to the edge of the cliff, where it dropped off to the Atlantic Ocean below. They still had plenty of room between them and the edge, but it was a view better than what the other tourists would see. Almost a week into their trip through Ireland, they had visited places where past generations of Callahans and O'Connors, Timmy's mother's family, had lived and died, even found the graves of Timmy's great- great-grandparents on his father's side. They'd taken tons of pictures, visited quaint Irish villages, and stayed in a 17th century manor house that was converted into a bed and breakfast. Despite their recent experiences, neither of them could pass up touring a couple of haunted castles, which was coming up near the end of their itinerary.

On this day, though, they were visiting the Cliffs of Moher, on a blustery day when the ocean could be heard crashing against the rocks below, and the cries of sea birds were carried on the chilly wind. Dressed in bulky sweaters they'd bought their first day of touring, they were sneaking off hand in hand to get a better look at the breathtaking scenery. There were very few tourists that day, and that was fine with Don. He wanted a little one-on-one time with Timothy for something very special he had planned. 

"I know we're a month or so past our tenth anniversary," he said, "but I thought St. Patrick's Day would be more fun in Ireland than Valentine's Day," he added. Timmy laughed at that. He took both his partner's hands in his. "Thank you for giving me ten of the most amazing years . . . " he was already getting choked up, and he'd barely said his piece. "Eleven if you count when we met, and dating, and falling in love . . . but falling in love with you took me all of about ten seconds," he admitted, and Timmy smiled at him, touching his cheek, his own eyes getting misty. "I remember seeing you in that club, and thinking, he's out of your league, Strachey, don't even try . . . but I was already walking toward you and you'd seen me before I could back out. You smiled at me, and you danced with me, and I knew if you didn't end up liking me, or wouldn't go out with me, I couldn't handle it, because I wasn't just hung up on you . . . it was like you put a spell on me."

"In case you didn't notice, I was pretty interested in you right away," Timmy said, smiling. "You were so handsome, and so sweet, and when I looked into your eyes, I saw such a good soul."

"I thought this place, that's got such a sense of . . . forever to it, where the whole clan of Callahans and O'Connors that led to you got their start, would be the right place to renew our vows. I know we've been waiting to do that for the legislature to catch up with us, and we can get our piece of paper when they finally get their heads out of their asses, but after almost losing you, I don't want to wait anymore. I've got some things to say to you." He pulled a rumpled sheet of paper out of his pocket. He read through it and then stuffed it in his pocket again.
"This is a beautiful idea, my love," Timmy said softly, touching his cheek. 

"Ten years ago, you gave me the best gift anybody could give me—you committed your life to me, promised to always love me and stand by me, to take care of me and put up with my schedule," he said, smiling, and Timmy laughed. "Even then, you already knew what I needed, and you always give it to me, and then some. You don't count how many times I mess up our plans, and you don't keep track of who did which chore last. You just take care of me, and do everything you can to make our life beautiful. If I come in late and I'm tired and hungry, sometimes you get up at two in the morning and make me a sandwich instead of chewing me out for waking you up. I come home to a place for us that's warm and comfortable and beautiful because you made it that way. I spend every day in love the way people are on their honeymoon, or when they're cheating on their spouses and everything's all hot and passionate. My marriage is like that. Timothy, I didn't think back then it was possible, but I love you more now than I did ten years ago. I love you more every day, and I need you more than I should, but you put up with that, too."

"Oh, baby, I don't put up with it. It's the sweetest gift you could give me, to be loved like that. To give me your heart the way you have. You love me in a way that goes beyond the stuff of the best fairytales. I know you'd do anything for me, die for me if you had to, and I'm never alone. Being alone while you're working late . . . that's just scheduling. There isn't one thing I've faced since I met you that I've had to face alone. Whether it's work or life or sickness or family . . . you listen to me, and you take care of me, and you'd protect me with your last breath. You bring me flowers even though we've been together ten years, we make love by candlelight or we do it like horny teenagers in the foyer on a sugar rush. You work long hours and put yourself in danger, get hurt . . . and you do that to make a good life for us. You share everything with me, and I know you're happy when I'm happy. You have a sweet, giving heart and wonderful, good soul, Donald Strachey. I'm so glad we found each other, and I thank God every day for you, for us, for our life together."

"I just want to renew the promise I made ten years ago. I'm yours forever, Timmy. In life, in death, in whatever lies beyond."

"Donald, you're my first thought in the morning, and my last thought at night. No eternity could be paradise for me if our souls can't share it together. Standing here, being here and seeing so much history, of so many generations . . . hundreds of years ago doesn't seem that far removed. Hundreds of years can't end a love like ours. If it's grown deeper and stronger in ten, imagine the force it will be in fifty, or a hundred, or two hundred?"

"I know it's really cheesy to quote the Carpenters right now, but there's this line in a song, I can't remember which one, I just know Karen Carpenter was singing it when I heard it on the radio—"

"Don, what is it?" Timmy prodded, and Don chuckled. He was still smiling when he said the words to Timmy. 

"I love you in a place where there's no space or time."

"We don't have a space or time, honey. We have us, and nothing can destroy that."

They kissed for a long time, surrounded by the sounds of the ocean and seabirds. 

"I wonder if any of your ancestors ever stood out here and looked at the ocean with their lovers?" Don asked.

"Well, a Callahan has stood here now, and fallen in love with his husband all over again. So we've left our little mark on my family's Irish heritage." Timmy took Don's hand and they ventured a little closer to the edge of the cliff. "It's places like this that just sweep away all the questions about whether or not God exists. What else could create this kind of beauty?" Timmy said, breathing in the ocean air. Don wasn't looking at the view. He looked at Timmy with all the love in his heart and then wound his arms around Timmy's middle and closed his eyes, listening to his heartbeat. 

"Amen," he mumbled against Timmy's chest. "The cliffs are nice, too."

Timmy laughed then, hugging Don tight.

Author's Notes: This story takes place before gay marriage was legalized in New York State, since I wanted Donald and Timothy to renew their vows in Ireland. Suffice it to say I assume they'd be among the first in line to make it official at City Hall.
This story was partly inspired by the Victorian practice of taking post mortem portraits. If you'd like to see samples, just search the 'net for "Victorian post mortem photography.” Some are beautiful in an eerie way, and others are just unsettling.
