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BLOOD BROTHERS is a full-length thriller of Michael Cole and the return of the man he once shared an almost unbreakable bond with, Jerry-short for Jerusalem--Garrett.Years ago, Mike Cole was an overweight kid that couldn't get through the day without being bullied and picked on. School was hell for him and home was worse. Just when young Mike believes he can't take any more of the abuse, he meets young Jerry. Jerry Garrett is new in town and presents himself at a moment when he is able to come to Mike's rescue, just in time. It seems that Jerry not only has a knack for standing up for Mike but showing him how to do it for himself as well. Mike and Jerry become fast friends and before long they are the "in-crowd" and Mike begins to enjoy the privileges of being one of the popular kids. All this ends when, during their senior year, the two are involved in a heinous crime that sends Jerry away to prison. Years later, Michael Cole is one of the most successful men in town and has money, a beautiful wife, and an adoring daughter. Everything is perfect...until Jerry Garrett returns wanting what he is rightfully his: Michael's success. If Michael isn't willing to hand it over, Jerry is prepared to stop at nothing, including taking his former friends life, to have it. This edition also includes a shirt excerpt of Cemetery Things Book 1 of the Ungodly Sage, the chilling tale of horror from Keith Latch:For one hundred years, The Devil's Graveyard has been a place of horror, gruesome murders, and terrible mutilations. For too long have the locals allowed this place to take their loved ones. But one murder too many causes action. The death of a teenager spurs his family and the local authorities into action. Armed with little more than myth and superstition, the time for a showdown is long overdue. 





 




Blood Brothers

By

Keith Latch

www.keithlatch.com

http://keithlatch.wordpress.com

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2011 Keith Latch

Smashwords Edition,

License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person let them know to go to Smashwords and get their own copy for
free.

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains
material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws
and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is
prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and
retrieval system without express written permission from the author
/ publisher.

 


 


 


 


Other Books

 


A Ghost Story

A Collection, Volume
1: The Early Years

Bestseller

Cemetery
Things

Sleepwalker

No Small Thing

 



 


Blood Brothers

 


 


One

 


Now

 


A ghost.

It had to be. It couldn’t have been anything
else. A specter, a mere phantom of a tired, overworked imagination.
Yes, that’s what it had to be. Didn’t it?

Michael Cole swallowed hard and scanned the
auditorium. People were seated, some still milling about. Many were
conversing with each other. Some were not. Michael and Stephanie
had been walking down the aisle on the left side, searching for
seats, when he’d been stopped cold. Whatever it was he’d seen, or
thought he’d seen, was now gone. His mouth was dry and people were
pushing past him. Stephanie gave a glance back, a puzzled look
across her face, and he, now back to his senses, quickly joined her
down just a couple of rows.

“Are you okay? Are you feeling all
right?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine.” Lies came so easily to
Michael Cole.

Stephanie said nothing else. Leading the way,
she procured a couple of seats in the middle of the audience, about
halfway between the stage and the rear of the building. “How’s
this?”

“Fine. Let’s just sit.”

They did. Stephanie dug in her purse for a
moment. She extracted a small, thin camera and handed it to her
husband. For herself, she fished out a camcorder not much larger.
She flipped it open and tested the settings. Michael palmed the
camera and continued scanning the faces of those around him.
Suddenly the warm air of the playhouse had turned a bitter cold.
The change in temperature did little to keep sweat from beading on
his brow.

“Mike, are you sure you’re okay? You
look—”

Please don’t say I look like I’ve just seen a
ghost, I just couldn’t take it.

“—awfully pale. Do you feel
dizzy, sick to your stomach?”

“I think I just might need some water. Be
right back.” Stephanie started to say something, but Michael wasn’t
listening. While the seats between them and the aisle had been
empty only moments ago, they were now filled and Michael stumbled
across feet, bumped into knees and uttered apologies as he made his
way to the open area. Several quick strides took him out of the
auditorium and into the hallway.

The auditorium was part of Winchester Central
Elementary School, a new addition. This was the inaugural play.
Michael Cole had never before set foot inside the expansive room,
despite the fact that he had donated every cent of the construction
and decorating costs. Everything about Winchester Central made him
anxious and uneasy. How anxious and uneasy, he’d forgotten.
Forgotten until about five minutes ago, that is.

Memories flooded back as he made his way to
the restroom near the front entranceway. No, that wasn’t exactly
right. Not complete, whole memories, more like jagged shards of
glass instead of an intact window. Just enough to know something
was supposed to be there, something else to fill in the hole.

He felt the pearls of sweat forming and then
trailing down his forehead, his cheeks, and the tip of his nose. He
was dressed well, in a classic navy blue pinstripe suit, but the
way he was dressed shouldn’t be the cause of his being wringing
wet. Still, October in Mississippi often remained if not warm, far
from cold, so he wore no overcoat. He found himself slinging off
his jacket as he stepped into the boys’ room.

Thankfully, the brightly lit room was empty.
Nothing but Michael and the lowered sinks, toilets, and urinals.
Michael barely broke five foot eleven, but he felt like a giant in
this child-sized room. At the sink, he had to bend a bit lower to
rest his hands on either side of the cool porcelain basin. His
reflection was ruffled, ragged. His usually impeccably-styled hair
was mussed, his bangs dripping sweat. His eyes, however, troubled
him the most. Within those orbs, Michael saw the emotion he felt
biting into his soul: fear.

Michael twisted the water on, cupped his
hands beneath the flow and dashed not icy, but at least cool water
on his face. There was a fire in his skin and he aimed to put it
out.

Another dash of water and he was starting to
feel almost human again.

As he turned the faucet off, killing the flow
of water, the door swung open. Michael reached for a paper towel
and pulled a few extra for good measure. He glanced in the mirror
as he patted his face dry.

Wonderful.

“Mike? Michael Cole? That you?” The tall,
wide, obscenely corpulent man sauntered over, his stomach and jowls
shaking like a bowl full of jelly. But this was no Santa Claus. Not
even close. The years had not been kind to the man, but Michael
recognized him just the same. How could you ever forget a man who,
as a child, had haunted your dreams so…completely?

“Sam. Yeah, it’s me.” Michael stood and wiped
the excess water from his hands with the damp towels. With one hand
he pitched the wadded paper into waste bin. The other stayed at his
side, not meeting the newly arrived man’s outstretched hand.

“Wow, Cole. It’s been years, hasn’t it? I’d
guess about…”

“Twenty-seven, twenty-eight years, I
believe.” Given another moment, Michael could most likely figure it
down to the day.

Something in Mike’s voice must have been
telling. Sam stepped back, almost imperceptibly, but Michael caught
it. He smiled. “You’re looking good, Sam. What’ve you been up to
all these years?”

Apparently such a question required a lot of
brain power. Michael could almost hear the gears grinding inside
Sam’s fat head. “Well, uh, after I finished school—”

You mean dropped out don’t you, Sammy
boy?

“—I got on doing roustabout
work down on the boats. Did that for a few years. Moved back and
started at the paper mill, but hurt my back. Been piddling with
lawnmowers and ATV’s ever since.”

“Sounds like you’ve been around, friend.
Lived an adventurous life, heh?”

“Uh, well, I…”

“Well, if you don’t mind, Sam. It’s been
great talking to you, but I need to get back.”

“Oh, yeah, me too.”

As Michael stepped past Sam, he noticed two
things. First, he stank of day-old cigar smoke. Two, he still had
his hand out, as if he actually expected Michael to shake it.

Michael exhaled deeply as he stepped out of
the boys’ room—a breath of pure relief. He’d played it cool all
right, but he could remember a meet-up in the bathroom like that
going much, much differently back in the old days.

He’d known better than to traipse down to
this godforsaken place. This school held a bevy of miserable
tidings for him. It wasn’t only this building, either. Three rather
large, but completely unattractive buildings; the elementary
school, the junior high (or middle school, as it’s called now—what
kind of freaking name is that, anyway?), and the high school were
all linked by the same type of covered walkway. While the other two
schoolhouses did not hold the same kind of wicked nostalgia as this
one, they were all better off not visited.

As he walked—rather steadily he might
add—back to the auditorium entrance, he went to work knocking the
shards from the window frame of his past. As he neared the
double-door entrance to the Cole Wing—nice ring, don’t you
think?—an arm flashed out from the open doorway of a classroom, a
darkened classroom, grabbing him. He was pulled with tremendous
force, and was inside before he could utter a single word.

He did, however, have time for one thought: a
ghost, it has to be.

But that was ridiculous. Ghosts have neither
form nor substance. Ghosts can influence, but not physically alter
matter. Very academic thinking for a man in such a situation, one
might say. But it was not wisdom, an expensive education, or even
natural intelligence that caused him to arrive at his current line
of reasoning.

It was the smell of tangerines, the touch of
soft lips upon his own. It was the warm embrace of a thin, solid
body that wrapped itself around him.

After a long kiss he pushed away, slightly.
“Jesus Christ, Carrie. You scared the hell out of me.”

“Oh, Michael,” she breathed. “No need to be
so dramatic. I missed you. I couldn’t wait for tomorrow.”

“We’re in a school for crying out loud.”

She brought him closer to her. He did not
resist. “What’s the matter, lover, never make out after class?” She
kissed him again. And again, he did not resist.

Carrie was quite used to having her way, and
doing whatever it took to get it was not beyond her. Fortunately,
more times than not, her way often benefited Michael as well. After
a moment of heavy petting, “I’ve got to get back to Stephanie.
She’ll be worried.”

Carried laughed. “That champagne diva is so
high on feel-good pills she probably doesn’t even know what zip
code she’s in.”

The noble thing for Michael to have done was
defend his wife’s honor. The idea of nobility disappeared as
Carried pulled his hand to her breast, and he felt the heat within
his groin suddenly flame out of control. In turn, she placed a hand
on his butt. He thought no more of the school, of Stephanie. He had
but one thing on his mind and it was—to put it mildly—quite
pressing.

 


***

Stephanie waited for several moments. Michael
didn’t come back. She’d been married to the man long enough to
know, if he wasn’t back in five minutes, he wouldn’t be back soon.
You’d think the guy could sit through his own daughter’s first
piano recital. But, if that was what you thought, you didn’t know
Michael very well. Her only regret was she’d handed him the
camera.

The first child stepped onstage and walked to
the grand piano. A young boy, dressed nicely in a black and white
tuxedo and well-polished shoes. He bowed once to the audience and
took his seat behind the ivories. Christal was scheduled to perform
fourth.

She dropped the small prescription bottle
back into her purse. Begging past the patrons in her row, she
hurried to the front of the room and disappeared through the door
leading backstage. She wandered around as beautiful music filled
the air. He was good. No Christal, but good.

“Hi, Mrs. Cole.” Stephanie turned to see Miss
Fowler, the music teacher, standing near a doorway. Dressed in a
long denim skirt and velour blouse, with heavy thick-lens
spectacles on her face, she looked every bit the schoolmarm that
she was.

“Josephine. How are you? I was just looking
for Chris.”

Josephine Fowler possessed a sickly thin
smile. She used it now, in a most patronizing manner. “She’s down
the hall. She just peeked out. She saw you. She didn’t see her
father.”

Stephanie was not in the mood for this
woman’s mock sincerity. “Thank you,” she muttered and moved
past.

The corridor was well-lit and she easily
found Christal at the far end, propped up with her face against the
wall. Stephanie approached cautiously, taking baby steps. Damn
Michael Cole for this!

“Hey baby girl,” she said. Even though she
was eight years old, Stephanie still thought of her daughter as a
baby, though she was doubly careful not to treat her as such.
“You’re up in a few. I bet these people have never heard Bach the
Christal Cole way.” Christal had been practicing the last movement
in Bach’s Brandenburg No. 4 in G for months. And, though she might
be a bit biased, the kid was pretty darn good.

“Where’s Daddy?” The pleading in her voice
was almost enough to break Stephanie. “I thought he was
coming?”

“He is…I mean, he did. Daddy’s here,
sweetheart. He just got ill. He’s in the bathroom.”

“No. No he’s not.”

Stephanie couldn’t really blame the girl for
doubting her. It wouldn’t be the first time Michael had let her or
Stephanie down, far from it. “No, listen, baby. It’s the truth.
He’s probably already back in his seat by now.”

Christal snubbed. Still facing the wall, she
used her hands to dry the tears from her eyes. Slowly, she turned.
Facing her mother, she asked in a weak voice, “You think so? Is he
really here?”

“I double swear,” Stephanie said.

Damn you to hell, Michael Cole, Mr.
Bigshot!

Christal’s eyes were red, her face still
streaked with the dampness of her sorrow. A beautiful child, she
looked as if she would take on the same shape as her mother. Tall,
slim at the waist, slightly wider at the hips and shoulders. Lean
without being skinny. She had the deep green eyes of her mother and
the corn silk blond hair of her father. Delicate cheekbones and
features like Stephanie. And the long, slender, powerful hands like
her father’s made a perfect fit on piano keys. She was the best of
both of them, and none of the worst. Stephanie would never be
accused of being the best mother in the world, but she was miles
away from the worst. And if she took pride in anything, it was this
child.

“Can I see?”

Stephanie inhaled sharply. “Sure,
sweetheart.” She took Christal’s hand and they walked slowly up the
bright hall. “I love you, Mom.”

Despite the high that Stephanie was currently
riding courtesy of Doctor Farmer, she said, “I love you, too,” with
tears of her own trailing down her cheek.

As they approached the far edge of the
curtain, a voice called from behind them. “Christal Cole, where are
you?” It was Miss Fowler and she look bedraggled, which in
Stephanie’s mind, seemed a natural look for the hag.

“Right here, Miss Fowler,” Christal said, a
bit of the sadness gone from her voice.

“Come here, girl. You’re up next and we
haven’t finished our appendage exercises.”

Christal looked back to her mother, her face
a question.

“Go ahead. I’ll make sure your father’s found
his seat. Smile for him, he’s got the camera.”

“I will Mother, I will.” With that, she was
off. Happier at the prospect of performing, than any pep-talk her
mother could give her.

She was angrier now than she had been prior
to her talk with Christal. And there was only one person to take
that anger out on. “Michael, where are you,” she whispered. She
took her leave of backstage, heading back out into the
auditorium.

Seeing their seats still empty, she felt her
cheeks flush with heat. With her jaw set, she started marching up
the aisle, heading out. Just as she reached the swinging door, it
swung inwards and there was Michael. He was as shocked as she. She
caught something in the air, a scent lingering on him.

“Decide to come back?”

“Don’t be so feisty, Steph. I got sick at my
stomach.”

“I believe you. That cheap perfume would turn
anyone’s gut.”

He looked as if he were about to respond, but
he stopped before giving life to his words. He looked past her,
beyond her, to the stage. She turned, and there was Christal. She
was beautiful under the stage lights. Like an angel in her navy
blue dress with white lace trimmings. The blue and white both
reflected the spotlight equally and Stephanie’s baby girl was
bathed in an aura of gold.

“We’ll finish this later,” Michael said and
walked away. But somehow, she knew they wouldn’t. They never
did.

Damn you, Michael!



 


 



Two

 


Now

 


All small towns have secrets. There is great
power in them. While no secret is eternal, they strengthen with the
passing of time. The size, the importance, of the secret may vary.
Love affairs, crimes, from strange to downright spooky; the
spectrum of secrecy is astounding.

Roswell, New Mexico has its alleged UFO
conspiracy. The colony of Roanoke, which vanished without a trace
in the 16th century is still a mystery. Amityville, whose exploits
have long been a part of the horrible annals of American history,
is another example. These are but a few towns, admittedly infamous,
that share in the brotherhood of conspiracy.

People have secrets, too. From computer
passwords and clandestine email addresses, to hidden phone numbers
and bank accounts of which a spouse is unaware. There is no end to
the number of things people will hide away, hoping to never find
the need to disclose them to another.

Benedict, Mississippi is such a town.

And Michael Cole is such a person.

Morning brought new life to the town of
Benedict. If spectacular landscape is the exception rather than the
rule in the great state of Mississippi, then Benedict is the
exception that proved that rule. Situated in a valley surrounded by
high hills—most people call them mountains around here, but those
same people have never seen real mountains—covered in tall, mighty
pine forests, the view from any window in any house in town is
awe-inspiring. The pines were sprinkled with just enough cedar,
maple, and oak for autumn and spring to make themselves known in a
glorious spectacle. A narrow stream, Venom River—again, named by
those who had never seen real rivers—runs just outside of town, on
its western side.

The town itself is built around a Norman
Rockwell-themed town square, newer businesses radiating from that
quaint central core. Relatively affluent in today’s shaky economy,
Benedict is looked upon by neighboring boroughs as a well-to-do
person’s city.

But, just as is the case in every other
community, town, and city, Benedict isn’t without poverty. Though
the poor and low-income populace is treated well enough, and their
existence is known town-wide, the subject of those less fortunate
isn’t a typical topic of conversation. The most abounding display
of dwellings for those who can’t afford the three-story brownstones
or the large antebellum homes, either left over from or inspired by
the Civil War, is in an area down on the south end of town called,
and not very kindly, the Projects.

The Projects are not actually housing
projects as you and I would know them. True, there are several runs
of welfare-funded apartment complexes, but the majority of the
Project’s residents reside in mobile homes…trailers. These are not
the shiny new models with hardwood laminate flooring, huge garden
tubs, or built-in plasma screen televisions, but twenty- and
thirty-year-old trailers, with some dating back even earlier. A
blight in the eyes of the well-to-do’s, the Projects, for all
intents and purposes, is a community unto itself. A convenience
store, a grocery store, and even a few video rental joints and
restaurants service the area.

Now, take Cloverfield Street north just a
mile or so, and you’re out of the Projects and into a much more
eye-pleasing section of Benedict. Passing onto Benedict Avenue and
then to, of course, Main Street, the brick is clean, the trash
swept from the sidewalk, and the paint too fresh to ever think of
peeling, why you’d think the Projects were a hundred miles away.
The most impressive structure along Main Street, to be sure, is the
Benedict Town Hall. Built so many years ago the actual date has
long since passed to posterity, renovations on the spectacular
stone and marble structure is almost constant, but never obtrusive.
The work is done with care, and only expert artisans are ever
called upon.

From the town square and its charming mixture
of the beautiful older buildings with the attractive new designs,
you take Fillmore Street north, heading past the new Wal-Mart, two
shiny strip malls with their neon signs that set the sky ablaze
come nightfall, and newer franchise businesses, and you’ll begin
the ride out of the urban district. About a mile and a half from
the steps of the Town Hall, the stores fall away, and in their
place homes of no small historical significance begin piling around
on either side of the road. From pre-Civil War times, Benedict had
always been a prosperous little burg, starting with cotton two
hundred years ago. Huge mansions were built with the surplus wealth
of the citizens and during wartime, generals had taken said homes
as headquarters, departing when the need arose, but leaving behind
their heritage.

Instead of wealthy cotton merchants or
Confederate generals, the houses now belonged to Benedict’s elite.
Towering antebellum structures still stand with lawns as carefully
manicured as those embellishing the palaces of royalty. With
weeping willows, magnolia trees, juniper bushes, and rose gardens,
the yards are as eye-catching, and often as expensive, as the
dwellings they embellish.

Cut from Fillmore and you’ll find the gated
community of White Oak Lane, the most impressive collection of fine
homes and architectural achievements for hundreds of miles in any
direction. Only nine houses fall to the sides of the lane. The
community is commonly owned by all nine families and to even
attempt to build within its opulent borders, you must first
convince all nine families to allow you to do so, and second, have
deeper pockets than 99 percent of the entire state’s population.
The nine families of which include; the Hunts, the McKendricks, the
Washingtons, the Reddicks, the German immigrated Howitzer’s, the
Franklins, Cooper Lane, a bachelor attorney and his fiancée Dee-Dee
Welles, and the Coles. If, by the pure grace of chance you were
born into one of these families, your future was pretty much as
shining and as promising as a summer sun at high noon.

Michael Cole and his family; Stephanie, his
wife, and Christal, their daughter, lived at the very end of the
lane, in a house that could be called many things, huge being just
a clumsy word that could not, in any way, be used to describe the
elegance, the power, and the influence such a house exuded, well
beyond the limits of town.

At the rear of the house, reaching across its
entirety, was the pool area. Mexican tile pavers covered the
ground. A large narrow pool guarded by tall granite columns on each
of the two long sides stretched fifty feet, in its center a
fountain of three jetting steams of water that, until weather
demanded, were shut off. As an entertainment area, the back patio
was second to none. Several sets of table and chairs, a large
covered cooking and grilling area with a fully-stocked wet bar on
one end, could easily accommodate up to two and a half dozen
guests.

The house itself, a three-story brick and
stucco feat held seventeen rooms, excluding baths, an attached
four-car garage, large study and library, and plenty of room for
turning an outdoor party indoors.

On the first level, nestled in the northwest
corner, behind the French doors leading to the steps of the Jacuzzi
near the shallow end of the pool, was the master bedroom.

It was early by contemporary standards, but
at seven minutes after seven, with the sun still kissing the dew
upon the grass, Michael Cole was oversleeping. Six days a week he
was up, at the latest, before five o’clock. He did, on occasion,
sleep in until around nine on Sundays.

Last night, however, had affected him deeply.
Not just the tryst with Carrie or the near-confrontation with his
wife, but the entire experience of going back to the grammar
school. Through most of the night his sleep was troubled, and he
rolled and flipped and flopped, restlessly. But when the dreams did
come, they were worse than he would have thought possible.

Outside the window, where all was quiet and
the smell of burning leaves still lingered on a swift and chilly
breeze, a man stood. His shadow fell on the window and draperies of
Mike’s bedroom.

Anger as well as other emotions filled the
man’s heart, as they had for a long time now. But the insulting
display of affluence, extravagance, and material corpulence enraged
and sickened him.

Still, he smiled. And why shouldn’t he? The
fun was about to begin.

Inside there was a moan. Not a cry of
ecstasy, it was deeper, more sorrowful. He smiled wider.

From the bedroom, he walked the length of the
back of the house, and careful to avoid detection, he peered into
the kitchen. A woman, not at all unattractive, watched a coffeepot
as it brewed. He couldn’t smell the coffee, but he imagined he
could. He also noticed the woman’s face; red and puffy, as if from
prolonged crying. A very good sign that all was not well in the
Cole household.

Stepping away carefully, until he reached the
corner of the house, he found he took more than a little joy in his
discoveries this morning.

 


 


 


 


 


Three

 


Then

 


I wish I’d never been born, Michael Cole
thought to himself. It was first recess and the playground was a
flurry of schoolchildren relishing in the first break of the day.
Ice cream had been sold, milk was being drunk and everyone, even
the playground monitors, was delighting in the warm spring day.
Everyone, that was, save Mike.

Eight-year-old Michael was up under the red
cedar tree house. He’d stepped on a sherbet push-up and had to
swipe ants from the top of his sneaker. Still, he stayed where he
was. The shadows were cold, dense, and concealing. He looked at his
G.I. Joe wristwatch. Only ten minutes left before the bell. The
bell that signaled the end of recess was his saving grace, if only
he could make it.

Bobby Crew and Harry Tims were on the prowl.
They’d told him so during Math. It was a pure miracle Michael had
made it out to the yard without one of them snatching him up.
Michael knew they’d smash him if they got half a chance.

Of course, he didn’t think it was fair. He
didn’t deserve their abuse; he’d done nothing for them to single
him out. True, almost every guy, and even some of the girls, used
Michael as the butt of their jokes and foolish pranks, but none
were as vicious as Bobby and Harry.

Both were big for their age. No, not big,
huge. Michael knew they’d been held back at least one grade.
Michael didn’t bother anyone. Heck, he rarely spoke to anyone but
an occasional teacher, and that was only in a have-to type of
situation. He mostly doodled on his paper and tried to make himself
inconspicuous as possible.

It was probably because he was fat, but
surely that wasn’t the only reason. Frank Walker was twice as big
as Michael and he didn’t get picked on half as much. He’d tried to
tell on them, to Mr. Haynes, his homeroom teacher, but he’d only
laughed and walked off.

After that, Michael kept it to himself.

What was worse, though, was that Harry lived
close to Mike, too close. So, even when school was out, he still
had to watch his back. Once, over the Christmas break, he’d met
both boys on the street in front of the trailer park where he
lived. They’d been on bikes; Michael hadn’t. They’d chased him
until his lungs burned and screamed in agony. To make matters
worse, the shoulder of the road was gravel. They’d had a big time
pitching rocks at Michael as he tried to get away. But get away, he
couldn’t. Michael had run down the street, through yards, behind
houses, but the boys’ bikes handled any and all terrain that
Michael could find. The stones stung like the dickens as they
struck his back, his neck, his head, and his butt. There had been
tears in his eyes when he’d finally collapsed.

That was when the real bad things
happened.

Michael was not a fighter. He never had been.
But he’d fought that day, but only because he’d been left with no
choice. They’d run him way off the road, off into a wooded area.
Pines grew tall and close together, making a tight perimeter. Once
you were ten feet or so in, nobody could see what you were doing.
This meant to Michael Cole, that his chance of any help was about
the same as a snowball’s chance in hell.

The two bullies had quickly overtaken Mike. A
right hook to his cheek had rendered him almost to the point of
unconsciousness. Harry, the taller of the two with a blond crew cut
and a complexion like a pepperoni pizza, delivered a swift kick to
Mike’s groin. Using both of their belts, they’d tied him to a thin
tree, the bark pressed hard into Mike’s back.

Then they pulled his pants down…

The end-of-recess bell rang out through the
air, and Michael thought that the Angel Gabriel’s trumpet couldn’t
have sounded any sweeter.

He stayed there underneath the tree house for
a few extra minutes, almost invisible in the shadows. If he rushed
in he’d be ahead of the crowd, and more importantly, the ground
monitors, but if he waited too long, he’d be in the same shape: all
alone.

Mike waited, hoping for the perfect moment to
present itself. Just the right time and number of people so that he
could just blend in with the kids heading back into the school. He
saw Harry Feldman and Vicky Swanson and the group they always hung
out with, the preppies, and sprinted from his hiding place. The
preppies were mean, always thinking they were better than everyone
else, but they’d never gone so far as to inflict physical pain upon
him. In this situation Michael chose to put up with their possible
taunting and teasing, over a knuckle sandwich. Sticks and stones,
right?

He followed close behind Jake, a tall,
good-looking kid with hair the color of coal. Not too close,
though, he didn’t want anyone to think he was a homo. That would
just be something else they could call him, another needle to prick
him with.

Mike made it to the concrete steps leading
into the old, dark hallway of the school. The school was ancient
and looked more like the dungeon of some long ago castle than a
place of education to him. And he knew all about those. Michael had
no brothers, no sisters, and no cousins close to his age. He had no
friends, and the only nice people to speak of were Mr. Barley, the
mailman, and Mrs. Gertrude Gant, one of the librarians down at the
city library. Really good people, but they couldn’t understand the
problems of an overweight and shy ten-year-old who constantly tried
to stay away from bullies who would like nothing better than to
pound his face into the ground and dig holes with his teeth. So, he
read obsessively. Anything he could get his hands on really, but
especially fantasy and science fiction. Those two were his
favorites. He knew that those books set him apart from the other
kids in his class. While they were talking about sneaking peeks at
Playboys, he was imagining himself cruising through the galaxy
saving one world or another from certain chaos, or rescuing the
beautiful princess from an evil wizard.

Mike filed into the hallway with the other
kids. The world of red and blue monkey bars, red cedar tree houses,
bright yellow seesaws, and tractor tires in every color of the
rainbow was left behind. Inside the schoolhouse it was much darker,
much more serious. The air smelled like old chalk dust and sour
milk. The shoes of the kids squeaked on the shiny pea-green tile.
Noises echoed into a far oblivion and it took time for your eyes to
adjust to the dark. Still, Michael was more hopeful than ever that
he could make it to Social Studies without catching a beating.

Then he saw Harry’s blonde head less than
five feet away.

Instinctively, Mike slipped through the first
door to his right: the boys’ room.

He squatted and looked under the doors to
make sure all the stalls were empty. It looked like Mike had the
pee-soaked floors, yellowed urinals, and filthy walls to himself.
He immediately selected a stall, locked the door behind him, and
climbed on top of the toilet, balancing on the rim so nobody would
know he was there.

And not a second too soon.

The door was thrown open, banging the wall.
Michael heard feet come shuffling in. “Come out, come out, wherever
you are,” Bobby Crew said.

“That’s right, fat ass. Quiver on out here
like the pussy you are.”

Mike swallowed hard. His throat was closed up
tight. He focused all his concentration on staying perfectly still
and as quiet as a mouse. Maybe he’d get lucky and they’d go away.
If he waited long enough maybe they’d decide that punching him
senseless wasn’t worth a tardy for class.

Maybe not.

The stall door kicked in so quick it really
scared Michael and when the edge of the door smashed his elbow, he
was pitched to the floor and landed like a sack of potatoes. Bobby
and Harry were on him like stink on a dog turd, in a flash.

Mike’s lungs burned as his head was pulled
from the toilet. The yellow water in the bowl made him want to puke
but the threat of drowning was enough to keep his mind off being
sick for the moment. When his head was clear of the rim, he sucked
in the good sweet air and forced it into his empty chest.

“Down she goes,” Harry said, plunging his
head back into toilet once again.

“You know what I like about fatsos, man?”

“What’s that?”

“They got jiggly butts.” Both boys laughed as
Bobby clamed a hand on Mike’s rump.

“I like the huge tits.”

“Y’know, old lard ass here, he looks just
like a woman.”

“Yeah, a dog ugly one.”

“Yep, but a woman anyway.”

“I bet he could give a great BJ.”

“As much as he eats, he’d probably gobble it
up like a link sausage.”

Harry heaved Mike’s face back up out of the
water. The dumb shit was gasping for air and Bobby couldn’t
remember ever having seen a funnier sight. Well, maybe when they’d
cut him in the woods. That had been a hoot, but this was a close
second. The only thing that could make it any funnier would be if a
big log had been floating in the bowl. That’d be some cool
shit.

“Hey, Twinkie. You like to give
blowjobs?”

“With tits like that, Bobby, I bet he’s as
fruity as a box of Fruit Loops.”

He tried to speak, but he’d swallowed a bit
of the nasty water and his breakfast was threatening to resurface.
His lips trembled and his eyes were scorching.

“Hey, Harry. I’ve got an idea. Stand him
up.”

Bobby exited that stall and disappeared into
the neighboring one. After a few grunts he returned, a turd wrapped
in toilet paper in one hand.

“You like to eat so much, lardo, how about a
shit taco?”

“Mmmm, just like Mom used to make.”

“Open wide.” When Mike clamped his mouth
shut, Harry grabbed his face and squeezed—hard. It didn’t take much
effort for him to pry it open wide enough.

Bobby made jet engine sounds as he swiveled
the turd taco towards Mike. The flabby boy looked as if he were
about to toss his cookies then and there. “Airplane coming in for a
landing, zoom zoom!”

Mike passed out a fraction of a second before
the dripping piece of paper-wrapped crap touched his lips.

The first thing Michael did when he woke was
plunge his face over the toilet and barf. The crap was stuck
everywhere, to his teeth, tongue and the roof of his mouth. They
painted his face with it and even managed to get some in his hair.
It was gross! It reminded him of the smell when he passed the
sewage treatment plant downtown. When his gut was empty and he’d
wiped the majority of the crap away with his fingers and toilet
paper, the humiliation hit, and it hit hard.

Tears stung his eyes and burned trails down
his face, and they still came from the corners of his eyes. At
first he cried softly, and then he began to full-out bawl. The fit
of crying brought on another round of gags, and he vomited a few
more times before he could control himself.

Why, he asked himself. What had he done to
deserve this? He’d suffered a lot prior to this, but to actually
eat someone else’s crap? To be defenseless against two bullies who
had the combined IQ of a dead rabbit? It was just more than he
could take. Heck, it was more than anyone should have to put up
with.

Hel lay down on the floor and pulled himself
into a tight ball. He was still crying and at that exact moment he
didn’t think he’d ever be able to stop. He felt alone, he was
scared, and knew, more than ever before, that the world was an
awful, despicable place that held no good, no worth, for him.
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Michael Cole woke with a start. Trembling, he
jumped from the bed, ran across the bedroom, threw the door open to
the bath and fell to his knees in front of the toilet. He vomited
until there was nothing left to come up and then he dry heaved. The
smell of human excrement was strong in his nostrils; the taste of
putrid commode water filled his mouth.

After a while he was finished.

Michael stood, his body weak, and moved over
to the sink. He turned on the cold water and cupped his hands
underneath. Once filled, he brought his hands to his mouth and
sipped the water. After swishing the water, he spat it out and
repeated the whole process. When he finished swishing, he brushed
his teeth until his gums bled and then took a shower. Using the
hottest water tolerable, he tried to wash away the top layer of his
skin.

Satisfied that he was now clean, he dressed.
Pulling on a pair of brown slacks and a long sleeved Ralph Lauren
shirt the color of a turned maple leaf, he inspected himself in the
mirror. Michael James Cole did not look bad for a man of
thirty-nine. At five-eleven he carried the small amount of excess
weight he’d accumulated over the last decade very well. He still
jogged often and worked out at the gym downtown religiously. Though
he did drink, he did not smoke, and didn’t take any drugs. His face
held few lines or wrinkles. Dark jade eyes remained clear and
intelligent after a life of images, and his dishwater blonde hair
was cut expertly. His full beard was slightly darker than his hair
and just as carefully trimmed. Not a knock-out, but very
presentable.

He emerged from the bedroom feeling a little
better. On his way to the kitchen he met the enticing aroma of
freshly brewed coffee, an addiction both he and Stephanie shared.
Chatter was coming from the direction of the kitchen and when he
entered through a side entrance, he saw Christal sitting at the
table in the breakfast alcove. Mike’s foul mood sluiced away when
he saw her, as it always did.

The small girl beamed when she saw him.

“Good morning, Daddy. Somebody was being a
sleepyhead, weren’t they?”

He laughed. Suddenly the lack of sleep and
the nightmares weren’t so overwhelming. “Yeah Chris, I guess I
was.”

Christal was eating Fruit Loops and drinking
orange juice. By this time of the morning, Mrs. Wylder, the
housekeeper, usually had a full course breakfast set.

“Where’s Mrs. Wylder, she running late?” he
asked Stephanie.

“She called a bit ago. She’s got an
appointment with Dr. Marshall. She’ll be in after ten. You want me
to pop something in the microwave for you?”

Pouring a cup of coffee without looking at
his wife, he said no. Then moving to the table, he leaned over and
kissed both of Christal’s cheeks.

“Daddy!” she shrieked in mock irritation.

“You looked beautiful last night, sweetheart.
I wish I knew where you got all that musical talent from. Lord
knows, it’s not from me.”

Stephanie moved over to him, tugging at his
shirtsleeve. “I need to talk to you,” she mouthed.

Here we go again.

“Did you really like it, Daddy?”

“Of course I did. Mozart has nothing on you.”
Her smile was simply gigantic. “I’ll see you later, okay.”

“Okay, Daddy. You have a good day, okay?”

“I will, darling. I will.”

Sipping from his cup, he stepped out of the
kitchen. Stephanie was down the hall, standing in front of the
large window, the early morning sun making her glow.

“We need to talk.”

“So you said. Talk about what?”

“Damn it, Michael. Why do you always have to
be so smug?”

“Smug? I just don’t have to time for this
Stephanie. You could’ve woken me, y’know. I’m already running late.
You know this is a big weekend for me.”

“Wake you? We don’t even sleep in the same
bedroom ninety-five percent of the time, Mike. Why in the hell
would I wake you?”

“Okay, okay,” Michael said, putting his hands
up. “You don’t have to get all crazy on me.”

Stephanie looked as if she were about to say
something, but then he saw her eyes cloud over just a tad.
Apparently the morning dose was kicking in.

“I’ve got to go,” Michael said, sidestepping
her. She was a sad sight. Her eyes were reddened, her hair a rat’s
nest, and she looked as if she hadn’t slept in a week. Still there
was some trace of her former self left to be seen. But not much.
Not very much at all.

“Michael,” she said. Something in her voice
made him stop, something almost pleading.

“Yeah,” he said, again sipping from his
cup.

Stephanie walked up to him, slowly. She did
not list, she did not stumble. He could smell her. The scent was
not at all unpleasant, and not completely unknown. Not tangerines,
but a clean, soapy smell. In short, she smelled like home. Despite
himself, he felt a lingering affection. He could almost see the
girl he had married inside the woman she had become.

“Yeah,” he said again. This time there was
some softness in his voice. He just couldn’t help it. His grip
tightened on the mug’s handle.

“There was a time when you used to act like
you weren’t fucking everything with two legs and a heartbeat.” She
went wild then. He shuffled back. Instinctively his free hand went
high, protecting his face from her hands and fingernails. She kept
coming.

“Damn it, Stephanie. What are you doing?”

“You son of a bitch! Where do you get off
treating me like this?” Her voice was pure venom. Madness reigned
in her eyes.

Still nimble at thirty-nine, Michael pivoted
on his left foot, swinging backwards and then around. Letting his
guard down for a spilt second, he nudged her away from him. “Stop
this. Do you hear me? My daughter is in there. My daughter.” Though
forceful, he did not shout. He didn’t dare take the chance of
Christal overhearing, because if there was anyone he treasured, it
was her.

“You smug son of a—”

The slap echoed through the hallway. By the
way it stung his hand, it had to really smart on her cheek. He was
not the nicest guy, and he knew it, but he did not often resort to
physical violence. Leaving marks was not the thing to do to your
wife when she was the most respected socialite in the community.
Bad for business. Very bad, indeed.

Stephanie did not react in a hostile manner.
In fact, all she did was sniff and cringe away from him.

Michael considered saying something, but at
the moment he had no words. Instead of speaking, he started to walk
away towards the bedroom where his bags were already packed.
Miraculously, he still held the coffee cup in his hand. Only a tiny
amount had spilled. What remained, however, was only a swallow, and
he could see the grounds floating in the lukewarm liquid. He turned
it up, finishing it off. After all, as his grandfather had once
told him after finishing his own last bitter sip of coffee, he’d
paid for that as well.



***

 


She’d left Christal alone in the kitchen.
There had been no other choice. If she’d remained there in the
hallway much longer, one of two things was going to happen. One—she
would have lost it and simply broken down, crumbling onto the floor
in a sad mournful heap. Or two—and the one that was all too
realistic—she would, in cold-blooded simplicity, have ended the
life of Michael J. Cole, and derived no small satisfaction from
doing it. Of course as tempting as homicide was at that particular
moment, the eventual consequences were not nearly as alluring.
She’d be sent off to prison, fighting off the admirations of much
larger and much more masculine females, while Christal was left,
albeit with plenty of money to secure her future, without either
parent. Those were the only two things keeping her from jumping
Michael as he strode away like he owned the world.

It had taken her only a minute to make her
way to the opposite end of the house. Once there, she dodged into
her office. She had not had a real job in many, many years.
Business was not Stephanie’s forte, but she still maintained a home
workspace. As the executive organizer for every single important
social event on the town of Benedict’s social calendar, as well as
a chair on some local charities and a few other interests,
Stephanie, while not bringing home a paycheck, kept both ends of
the candle burning, as it were. And why shouldn’t she? With
Christal at school and involved with more and more extracurricular
activities, she needed something to fill the void that was her free
time.

Mike’s office resembled his professional
attitude. Dark wood-paneled walls, mahogany desk, velvet wingback
chairs and sofa, and walnut table comprised the sitting area.
Custom built book shelves, framed photographs of Michael with his
clients and associates, and clippings of Michael’s business and
philanthropic undertakings adorned the walls. A generally stoic and
conservative look.

Stephanie’s office, on the other hand was, as
one might think, much more feminine. Decorated in soft colors, the
furnishings were more for comfort than style, without sacrificing
beauty unnecessarily. All the wood was pine, near white in color
and highly polished. Low lighting and masterfully concealed
speakers perfectly plumed the classics like Beethoven and Vivaldi.
Her office didn’t have the pretentious frames and signed artwork,
she had chosen a simple cork board to pin up invitations to
upcoming events and articles about those she’d organized. On the
walls inspirational posters had been hung in hopes of boosting her
moods and keeping her productive. It had been a good plan and even
worked for awhile, but lately she just didn’t have the
motivation.

Once inside the office she closed the door
behind her, taking care to lock it in the process. Moving to her
desk, she looked out the window. She had a nice view of the front
lawn—its wide expanse flat for a hundred yards then rolling hills
leading to the property line. She did nothing for a moment. She
simply stood, her feet rooted to the ground.

For a heartbeat she held her breath. Then,
when she just couldn’t take it anymore, she broke down. Not like
earlier this morning when everyone but her was sleeping. No, that
had been nothing but a preamble. This was something much more than
that, more than merely sobbing. This was a total surrender to the
defeat and anguish that had been building within her ever since she
caught the scent of another woman on the man she married. It wasn’t
the first time, but in a situation like this repetition of the act
did not make it hurt any less. Perhaps it hurt more knowing that it
was far from the first and most assuredly would not be the
last.

She twisted back from the window and set
herself down behind her desk. In the reflection of her pink iMac
monitor she saw her own image. Her face was a haunted face, and she
could feel the ghosts floating like acrid smoke in the pit of her
soul. The sight was startling, something she’d rather not see.

She leaned back in the chair and pulled open
the top desk drawer on her right. It was filled almost to the brim,
with the top six inches of the drawer stuffed with letters,
receipts, greeting cards, and other miscellaneous bits of paper.
Using her hand as a scoop, she withdrew all of that. Underneath,
standing like silent sentinels, were a dozen brown prescription
bottles of various sizes.

Stephanie’s love affair with pills was a long
and sordid one. It began the year after college and continued,
snowballing, until the present. Alcohol was a different story
entirely. She was not much of a drinker, perhaps a glass of wine or
champagne on occasion, but not much beyond that.

The depression had started very, very slowly.
It was just a day, an ordinary day, a day like any other. It was a
year or so before she’d gotten pregnant with Christal and she was
at home, in the old house, staining a set of kitchen chairs out
back. It was summer and she’d worked up quite a sweat stripping and
cleaning the chairs, preparing them for the shellac. Deciding to
take a breather, she went inside the house. She was home alone;
Michael was still working, he worked long hours even then. After
grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge, she stepped into the
laundry room. With the air conditioner making the house much more
comfortable than outdoors, she decided to pick up the clothes while
she cooled off a bit. Oh how industrious she had once been. She
started with her sleep clothes which lay in the heap nearest the
dryer. After tossing them into the washer, she moved on to Mike’s
pile. He forwent pajamas in lieu of lounge pants and tee shirt. The
problem was, Michael never actually caught on to the theory of
clothing separation. His dress slacks often ended up with his sweat
suits and his ties often could be found crumpled up inside his
boxers. The only exception was his suit coats, those he hung neatly
on a rack above the washer and dryer.

“Once a kid, always a kid,” Stephanie
remembered remarking as she stopped and began to divide the large
heap. In one pile she placed underclothes. In another, work shirts.
As she was going through the slacks, something fell from a pocket.
If she hadn’t been looking down she might have missed it. It was a
piece of purple plastic, and a funny smell exuded from it. She
knew, instantly, what it was.

Trojan. Lubricated. A condom.

If Mike Tyson had punched Stephanie in the
gut at that exact moment, she wouldn’t have been more jarred.

That evening she waited up for him. He was
late, as usual. She sat on the couch long past midnight. The
bastard didn’t even have the courtesy to call to say he’d be late.
No one answered at the office. Cell phones which were really a new
thing then, were a status symbol, and that being the case, Mr.
Michael had one. She’d been asleep when he’d finally come home. He
didn’t wake her. When she awoke the next morning, he’d cooked
breakfast. Her favorite, omelets. She hadn’t mentioned the condom
package. She went to the doctor that afternoon and walked out with
a prescription for Prozac. And the rest, as they say, is
history.

She pulled two of the bottles from the desk,
popped the top and shook a few pills into her hand. Dry swallowing
them, she took five minutes to compose herself. Then she stood.
After all, she had to drive Christal to school. No child of hers
would be riding the bus.
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He could’ve worn a tie, but in the end
decided against it. This wasn’t New York or Chicago. It was
Benedict, Mississippi. A podunk town in a podunk state. Sure, years
ago this seemed like the center of the universe to him. But things
do change, don’t they. They certainly did for him.

His name was Jerry Garrett, Jerry being short
for Jerusalem. A unique name and doubly odd since his parents had
not been at all religious. As far back as he could remember his
father had been the only one to call him Jerusalem. Now that he was
grown nobody called him that.

The rental was comfortable and since the
afternoon had warmed, Jerry turned the air conditioner on low. An
oldies station played softly as he navigated his way through the
streets. Once, he’d known them like the back of his hand, but time
had caused a bit of fog to form on his memories. Still, more came
back than one might expect and he enjoyed the drive from the
motel.

Driving was a singular joy. The ability to
attain such speeds was a wonderful sensation of freedom that few
things could ever equal. From the normal walking speed of four
miles per hour, an automobile could take you twenty-five to fifty
times that. All in easy comfort and absolute control. Freedom with
a safety harness.

Jerry found the building he’d been searching
for. He couldn’t recall the place when he’d learned the address and
thus, had to keep a keen eye out as he traveled up the road.
Falklands Reality was situated in a four-story brick building
butted in between an attorney’s office and a loan company. The
place didn’t look especially fabulous, but Jerry was wise enough to
know that a large percentage of the charm of these downtown
buildings was their ancient feel.

He pulled the car, a green Ford Taurus, into
a slot, thankful parallel parking was not required. Just like the
mind’s roadmap, driving skills grew rusty if not used for a time.
The first time he’d gotten behind a wheel in, well, almost twenty
years, he had broken out in a sweat before even turning the key
over in the ignition. He’d pulled onto the freeway and sailed up to
almost seventy-five. His butt hole had puckered so tightly he’d
walked funny for the rest of the day.

But, as with everything else, Jerry had
adjusted.

Now, stepping from the car onto the sidewalk,
Jerry felt much more confident than he had in a very long time.
Though he’d forgone the tie, he was dressed business casual: penny
loafers, starched and creased slacks, and a very nice shirt. His
slightly thinning black hair was recently barbered and had the look
of precision. Jerry’s walk was strong and sure. His demeanor was
purposeful. There was no way anyone would take him as not belonging
here. His only fear was that there was a chance someone might
recognize him.

Recognition was good, just not quite yet.

As he stepped up to the door of the realty
office, the door opened towards him and an old woman stepped
out.

“Oh, excuse me, young man,” she said.

Taking the door with a hand, he held it while
she walked out. The fragrance of recently cut flowers left too long
in the sun assaulted his senses.

“That’s so nice of you. Nice to see a man
with polite manners,” she said, her breath worse than the
flowers.

“It’s my pleasure, ma’am.” Then when the lady
was several feet from him, he muttered, “Hag.”

Inside, the flowers and bad breath were
replaced by the scent of furniture polish, lemon-scented at that,
and a light dose of cinnamon air freshener. Singly, the smells
would possibly be pleasant. Together, they were not much to speak
of.

The reception area was modernly decorated.
Cheap but attractive, it could be the waiting area in any such
office all across the country. Nothing stood out; nothing spoke of
uniqueness. The reception desk was wide and high, and Jerry stepped
right up to it. Seated at the desk, working at a keyboard, was a
middle-aged pudgy woman who thought that platinum blonde was a hair
color that truly befitted her. Unfortunately, Jerry would have to
disagree. There were ugly women, and then there was this.

“Can I help you?” she asked, her voice
seemingly coming out her nose.

“Yes, Derek Hallmark. I have an appointment
with Ms. Vaughn.”

“One second,” she said. She reached for the
phone, pressed a button, and spoke quickly. After she hung up she
said, “If you’ll have a seat, she’ll be with you in a minute.”

“What if I stand?”

“Excuse me?”

Okay, Jerry thought, she’s hard on the eyes
and has no sense of humor. Either she lives a lonely life or she’s
a dyke. Either way, she probably doesn’t get invited to many
parties.

“Never mind,” he said and sauntered over to a
small sofa, found an outdated issue of Newsweek, and settled in.
After about fifteen minutes a tall, and very attractive—it wouldn’t
take much compared to Blondie—woman whose only flaw, as far as
Jerry could tell, was that she dressed a bit too fashionably for
her surroundings. When she called his name, he noticed that she had
a delectable Southern Belle accent. Made you think of apple pie,
wide blade fans, and ladies in old fashioned dresses.

He smiled, tossed his magazine aside and
followed her through the doorway.

“Sorry if I kept you, Mister Hallmark.”

“Please, Derek, the mister part makes me feel
old.”

“Okay…Derek…I hope you’ll accept my
apology.”

“To apologize, Miss Vaughn, you’d have to
have done something wrong first. You were taking care of business.
Nothing in the world wrong with that. Personally, I like to see a
businesswoman stay on the top of her game.”

Despite the corniness of the remark, Jerry
saw the woman smile. And woman was stretching the word. Vaughn had
to be in her mid-twenties. That or she’d apparently stumbled on the
Fountain of Youth.

“Well, thanks. And by the way, call me
Carrie.”

They arrived at her office—Jerry saw this by
the placard next to the door. Jerry took the opportunity to extend
his hand. “Nice to meet you, Carrie.” The girl looked at him for a
moment, gave another smile and took his hand into her own. Her palm
was warm, silky, a stark contrast to his own. Her cheeks were
tinged with red. Everything was going according to plan. So far,
that is.

“Please, come in.”

Jerry took in the office in one sweeping
glance as he stepped over the threshold. The fact that her name was
not associated with the business was not the only indication that
Carrie was the low person on the totem pole. The small, cubed space
was only slightly larger than a storage closet, and Jerry had seen
bigger windows on tree houses.

Taking her seat behind a cheap desk, Carrie
began shuffling manila folders. “Okay, Mister…I mean…Derek. I
didn’t get a chance to ask you on the phone, but what exactly are
you looking for.”

Jerry tried to appear as if he were
considering this. In fact, he was performing from a script that he
had truly labored over. “I’d like something in the city. Big yard,
nice shrubs.”

Carrie gave the perfunctory nod. “What kind
of budget?”

“Say one to one and a half mil.”

She dropped the folders, swallowed hard and
looked up. “Say again?”

Good. Hooked, line and sinker.

“Now, that isn’t the absolute ceiling, but I
wouldn’t want to go too far above that.” Jerry saw the gears
grinding inside her pretty little head. No doubt she already had
her commission figured down to the last nickel.

“Well, all right. Have you any specific place
in mind?”

“No, not really. I’m from a small town in
Georgia. Beaumont. Ever heard of it?”

“Sorry. Can’t say I have.”

“Nice place, a lot like Benedict. Never heard
of the town before last week. An associate of mine suggested I take
a look around. So far, I’m quite impressed.” He made no secret of
smiling at her. “I’ve rode around, checking out the houses. I
really like the local architecture. Reminds me of home.”

“What brings you to Mississippi, if you don’t
mind me asking?”

“Of course not. Actually, I’m semi-retired. I
owned a computer security firm. Sold out to a company out of
Nashville. They kept me on in a small capacity, so I’ll be making
trips up there about once a month.”

“Semi-retired? I take it you made out pretty
well.” There was no denying the predatory glimmer in her eyes.

“You could say that.”

“How fortunate,” she said. Her hands began
flying over the keyboard. For such a looker, she typed
proficiently. “I think we might have a couple things you’d be
interested in. But to tell you the truth, most real estate in the
county goes for much less. Chances are I can find you a nice place
that you’d like to put some money into. How’s that sound?”

“I’m not opposed to that idea. When can we
get started?”

“Well, let me run off a few pages for you,
photos and amenities, etc. You look them over and Monday we can
tour the ones you like best.”

“Monday?” Jerry gave his best deflated tone.
“I was really hoping we could get on this today.”

“To tell you the truth, Derek, I have plans
to travel this afternoon. I won’t be back until Sunday
evening.”

“A small vacation?”

“No, not really. I have reservations in
Memphis for a few days. Shopping with some girlfriends, you know,
that kind of thing.”

“Oh, I see. Well, perhaps I’ll check with
another agency. I’m in quite the hurry. No hard feelings, eh?” He
stood, pushing his chair back.

“No, no,” Carrie almost shouted shooting up
with him. “There’s no need for that.” Watching the expression on
her face as the young agent envisioned the commission she had just
calculated disappear into thin air was as vivid to Jerry as if he
were watching it on a theater screen. “I actually don’t have to
leave until later. I’m sure that we can squeeze in several showings
before then.”

Jerry sat back down. “Are you sure? I
wouldn’t want to put you out. Cause trouble with
your…girlfriends.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m a woman. I can always
shop.”

Good, very, very good. Everything was playing
right down to the letter.



 




 


Six

 


Memphis, Tennessee is birthplace of the
blues. Known as the home of Elvis Presley, the city squats next to
the Mississippi River. A place of history and of culture, Memphis
is the jewel of the area known as the mid-south. From its rich
suburbs to its inner-city dwellings, diversity is the buzz word
here.

From the outer edges to the center of
downtown, you pass through varying degrees of southern hospitality
and expose yourself to lifestyles not glimpsed anywhere else for
hundreds of miles around. Since the days of Sun Records and Jerry
Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash, Jerry Perkins, and the King himself, the
city has been a part of the country’s consciousness. But its
influence began much, much earlier.

If you’re searching out outstanding live
music, you’d be hard-pressed to beat Beale Street. Only a few
blocks from the river and just a hop, skip, and a jump from
downtown, Beale Street is a festival of excess. Some Memphians
prefer the immortal Bourbon Street farther down south in New
Orleans, but the preference is, more often than not, due to
familiarity rather than true allure.

From piano bars to sidewalk beer stands to a
horse drawn carriage ride, the glitter of this place is hard for a
new inductee to fathom. Smells of wonderfully prepared food from
long-standing bar-b-que joints, hamburger diners, and even a
Brazilian steakhouse arouse hunger, and the promise of two-for-one
beers will satiate the thirst. At the end of Beale stands the
Orpheum Theatre, a fine playhouse still visited by some of the
world’s biggest productions.

From Beale you can move out and find AutoZone
Park, the home field of the Memphis Red Birds. The Pyramid, a
wonderfully designed, but ultimately costly mistake, gives the
skyline a unique distinction. Mud Island, more a sandbar than an
island just below the bridge leading off to Arkansas, boasts a
multitude of Mississippi River related family activities that
attract more and more people each summer. The zoo, located on the
opposite side of the city, also brings throngs from the tri-state
area in at least once a summer, sometimes twice or more.

In short, in a land of small towns, Memphis
reigns as the top metropolitan destination. For with big cities,
comes big city entertainment.

The Peabody, the city’s one and only
four-star hotel, sits only a few streets from the river, the
Pyramid, AutoZone Park, and Beale Street. The destination for the
elite, visiting dignitaries, touring superstars and such ilk, the
Peabody is the place for everyone to visit to watch the ducks
parade in and enjoy their indoor pool. The ducks have been marching
twice a day since the early 1930’s, and it seems like a visit to
Memphis isn’t complete without seeing them. Beyond the majestic
ballrooms, the elegant rooms and the valet parking is the famed
Sunday Brunch. Michael had dined there on several occasions, twice
even bringing his wife with him.

The drive from Benedict to Memphis had taken
a little over two hours and as soon as he was checked into his
suite, Michael ordered room service while he awaited his guests.
This little jaunt was much more than pleasure. Tonight he would be
inking a deal for a fifteen story building, only several blocks
away. Michael had purchased the building five years ago for a steal
and now, when the deal went through, he would make a profit of
almost five hundred percent. No chump change here. The purchaser,
Medrick Pharmaceuticals, was throwing a glitzy gala in the ballroom
downstairs, a real black-tie event. Stephanie used to accompany him
to such functions, but a time had come when he’d stopped inviting
her and she’d stopped volunteering. He always attended these events
stag, giving the cover story that Stephanie was home with Christal.
But that did not mean he would be spending the night alone.

At two o’clock this afternoon, however, he
had a quite different meeting planned. Entrepreneur Magazine was
doing an article on him, and he was meeting with a staff writer for
an interview and a photographer for a photo shoot. Truth be told,
he was really excited. He was wealthy, true enough. He had built a
land development company from scratch. He had achieved much more
than he’d ever thought possible, much more than anyone else would
have thought as well. He did not consider himself a bad person.
Perhaps he wasn’t the best husband the world had ever seen, but he
prided himself on being a good father. He contributed a respectable
percentage of his income to his community. Last year’s Toys for
Tots drive had been financed, in no small part, by none other than
Michael Cole. He was loyal to his friends, the few he had. But to
receive recognition for all his accomplishments thrilled him to no
end. Almost as much as the lifestyle he kept, recognition meant so
very much to him.

After all, what was anything worth, without a
tally?

Ordering lunch of a steak sandwich and pasta
salad, Michael ate watching CNN. Most days, he didn’t go a good
hour without getting updates from some news service or another. He
had the CNN ticker on all his computer screens, his Blackberry cell
phone dinged with the latest national and global developments and
anytime there was a TV around it was either turned to CNN, Fox
News, Headlines News or ESPN. While it was true that not very much
of the news covered on those stations had a direct impact on him,
it was always wise to know as much about the world around you as
possible.

When he was full, he sat back in a deep
chair, propped his feet up on an ottoman and waited.

An hour before the people from Entrepreneur
were due he took a hot shower and freshened up. Dressing in a long
sleeve black shirt and grey slacks, he wiped his Italian leather
shoes until the shine was so bright he could see his face
clearly.

So fresh and so clean now, he stood at the
window, not risking sitting and wrinkling his clothes. The one bad
thing about the Peabody was that it lacked an impressive view.
Still, with a strong cup of cappuccino that had been waiting for
him after his shower, the view was good enough. Coffee, he liked.
Cappuccino, he liked. Not much of a drinker, there would be enough
Champagne tonight to float a battleship. He would surely nurse the
same glass for an hour, merely sipping, and then exchanging it for
a new one.

The phone rang as he took down the last dregs
of the cooling liquid. That was the good thing about cappuccino, no
bitter last sip like with coffee. The caller was the concierge. The
journalist and reporter had arrived. After Michael told them it was
fine that they come on up, he stepped into the bathroom to give
himself one last look. Who knew, he just might end up on the
cover.



***

 


The door burst inward with slightly less
force than an explosion. Banging against the wall, a framed
photograph fell to the floor, the glass shattering.

She felt strong hands all over her. He was
pulling her closer and closer to him. This man possessed real
power, true strength, the kind not manufactured at a health club
but from living life, from taking it by the horns and breaking it
down. That, more than anything, more than his rugged good looks,
more than his money, aroused her. It aroused her a lot.

She was backpedaling now. He was driving her
where he wanted and she allowed it without so much as mock
resistance. His lips were soft yet firm, his tongue quick and
precise and his mouth hot and hungry. She felt the backs of her
legs collide with the bed and it took just one little shove before
she collapsed on her back on the cheap mattress and scratchy
comforter.

Carrie was sexually active but not
particularly promiscuous. Today, however, she’d let her passion
flow freely and once it had reached its pinnacle, there was no
holding back. Derek wasn’t the only one with hands and a mouth.
She’d started this, in her car. They had left the office in
separate vehicles, but after the first house she’d felt the twinges
of lust growing exponentially. After leaving his car at a gas
station, he’d ridden with her. While usually a careful driver,
she’d thrown caution to the wind and took the first step.

Now, here they were in a motel on the
outskirts of town. He’d been a complete gentleman, going in
registering, paying for the room, everything. He’d said it was
better for her not to be seen and she couldn’t argue with that. If
Michael heard about this—

Michael…she tried to concentrate. She needed
to leave now; it was already after three in the afternoon. But
Derek was so…persuasive.

He was on top of her now. The blouse spilt in
his hands and Carrie couldn’t help but think of a romance novel
she’d read less than a month ago. In it, the man had ripped the
woman’s blouse completely in two. It had struck her as silly and as
something that could never happen in real life. Right at this
moment, there was nothing silly about it. It was exactly what she
wanted.

Derek massaged her breasts through her bra, a
nice dainty, light blue number made of delicate lace—a bra that she
had almost not worn. Now she was glad she had, instead of the
conservative beige one she’d almost chosen. As he was busy with
that, she reached for his belt and began to undo his trousers.

 


***

 


This was perfect. He hadn’t counted on her
being so very attractive…or so willing. She had a beautiful body
and as of yet, she had no problem with using it to her advantage.
He thought it might take a while to get her to see things his way.
Jerry certainly didn’t expect it to go so quickly. Not the kind of
man to complain after finding himself in bed with a willing and
able participant, he decided to do his best to keep her there.

Which proved not to be a terribly difficult
thing to do.

She smelled wonderful. She tasted even
better. Her body was firm. Soft like spun cotton. Warm like the
noon sun, without being too hot or oppressive. It was possible to
forget the pleasures another, especially someone like this, could
bring you. But for everything that Jerry had forgotten, he was of a
mind to learn them all over again this day. Those things and
more.

When he entered her, it was like wrapping
himself in liquid silk. Her fingernails sliced fiery trails down
his back, the pain making the pleasure all that much more sublime.
He lasted a very long time, much longer than she. And when he was
spent, he started again.

Afternoon sun bled around the draped window,
deepening from yellow to gold to fiery red and then to black. Hours
passed like minutes as Jerusalem Garrett and Carrie Vaughn explored
each other’s body as if they were strange new continents that
harbored resplendent treasures…which they found, to each others
utter delight, was actually the case.

It was barely past eight when, weakened and
fatigued to the point of physical and mental exhaustion, both
collapsed onto the mussed and sweat-stained sheets, and after a
time, slept.

Jerry did not sleep long.

He awoke slowly, rising from the bed. Jerry
reached down and unclipped his cell phone from his belt. He tiptoed
into the bathroom and quickly dialed a number. Satisfied Carrie
slept undisturbed, he eased the door closed.

He spoke for a few minutes, listened as the
other party replied and ended the call.

Back out in the larger room, he walked to the
window and nudged the drapes open just a little. Light from the
sodium vapors outside leaked in giving enough light so that Jerry
could see Carrie’s body well enough.

And what a body it was. He explored every
rise, every crevice, and every sloping angle of her smooth form
like Columbus in search of the New World. And what wonders he
discovered.

Playtime was over, at least for now. The time
had now come for work. Bending once more to retrieve his trousers
lying upon the floor, he replaced his cell phone, after ensuring it
was turned off. Then, with practiced ease, he withdrew two loops of
twine. String was a remarkable thing. Light, silent and very
strong, especially if it was wound correctly and fashioned into a
good knot.

Carrie lay on her stomach facing the other
wall. Her dark hair splayed out beside and behind her, like crude
oil on the white linen sheets. With a swift move of his hand, the
sheet covering her rump was whisked away, revealing her to both the
yellowed light from outside and his wide eyes. How could anyone not
believe in God after seeing an ass like that?

Lightly, he trailed the pads of his fingers
over her cheeks and on to her back, stopping at her neck.

That would be all the tenderness she would
feel for quite a while. Of that, Jerry was sure.

Jerusalem Garrett had learned much since his
days in Benedict. While much of it was useless trivia and
lackluster skills anyone of sufficient age would gain, he had
mastered techniques of plying the human body into submission as
exactly and efficiently as if he were simply inputting code into a
computer.

With one arm, Jerry rolled Carrie over onto
her back. She didn’t wake. That was fine. She soon would. Her
breasts rose and fell with each breath. Not much, but the slight
motion was noticeable. He took one arm and swiftly secured it to
the headboard’s post with the twine. Once that extremity was snug,
he repeated the process with the other.

Still, Carrie Vaughn slept.

With her lying on her back, her face towards
the ceiling, Jerry drew back his right hand and swung hard. His
open palm connected with the girl’s cheek, the smack resounded
within the room. Immediately, her eyes flew open as her head was
rocked to the side. She opened her mouth to scream but Jerry
stuffed her wadded up panties into her mouth. He jabbed them in
quickly to avoid being bit.

“Now, the fun can start,” Jerry said, knowing
it was going to be an extremely long night.

 


 


Seven

 


The interview had gone remarkably well.
Michael had never given many interviews, just a few to local
papers, but he had the ability to talk a good game, and that was a
necessity in such a situation. He’d won over the seasoned
journalist and had even discovered that, according to plan, he
would be the feature story of the issue.

He made ten million dollars at four-thirty
this afternoon. At that time he and the pharmaceutical company reps
had met at the nearby First Bank of Tennessee, where the loan was
being handled, and they’d signed the contract. And since his
company was the seller, not him personally, after taxes he’d still
have a king’s ransom coming his way.

The reception downstairs had been very nice.
Ice sculptures, live music, the whole shebang. The food had been
catered by the Brazilian steakhouse next door and, for once at a
thing like this the food had been good, if not excellent.

But here he was, the evening still young,
pacing in his hotel room, the bowtie of his tux loosened, dialing
on his cell. He should be overjoyed. He should be exuberant. He
should be…something besides the way he was.

He was frustrated. He was anxious. And he was
slowly nearing anger.

He dialed the number of Carrie’s house. And
her cell. Sent her both an email and text message.

She had responded to none of his
attempts.

She would pay for this. Carrie was the reason
he had booked the suite for the weekend. Considering this week’s
profit the cost wasn’t anything to cry about, but he could be home,
sleeping in his own bed, instead of here, a lonely man in a rented
room. This kind of thing happened to other men, less fortunate men,
but certainly not him. Well, at least it hadn’t before. And god
damn it, it wouldn’t happen again.

Despite himself, he quickly went through a
mental checklist of the cash he’d squandered on that no good slut.
Vacations, paid for her entire year’s lease up front, jewelry,
meals, clothing—and not the cheap variety at that—shopping sprees,
the list went on and on. And all for what? So he could sit here
with his crank in his hand, searching her down like he was some
jealous zit-faced teenager?

He stood, moved to the micro-fridge and
pulled out a beer. A Corona. He found the bottle opener in a side
drawer, ripped the cap off quickly and downed a third of the
bottle’s contents in one long, greedy gulp.

After the beer was drained, it took him less
than five minutes to strip the tuxedo away and dress, again in his
grey slacks and black shirt. A minute after that he was out in the
hallway and closing in on the elevator.

A short walk from the parking lot of the
Peabody and a left, took him to Beale Street. The strip was alive
with faces and forms, ablaze with lights of incandescence and neon,
thrumming with music and laughter. Michael felt better already.
There was such a good vibe in the air it was infectious.

Five bucks bought him another beer from a
street vendor. Tall and cold, it was almost a two-hand job to carry
it. Walking up and down the street was not his style, so he was on
the lookout for a nice place to settle in and watch the local night
life. He soon found it. Club 312 looked like a nice prospect.

Abutted between a piano bar and a large
souvenir shop, Club 312 pounded with the bass lines of the latest
radio hits. Up at the entrance, over a black silk awning with the
place’s name emblazoned, two large muscle-bound men stood sentry.
Both were dressed in black. One was bald, the other had long
rust-colored hair down to the small of his back. Either one,
Michael knew, could have easily made mincemeat of him if they were
of the mind.

He chugged the remains of the beer, already
buzzing heavily, and dropped the cup into an approved trash
receptacle. He always carried a money clip so just in case his
wallet was lifted he’d still have some cash left to get him by.
Pulling his clip free, he thumbed through several bills and pulled
out a ten. Handing it to the bald man’s extended hand when he
reached the top of the steps, Michael walked through the door and
into the local den of iniquity.

And what a den it was. The lights were low,
except, of course, for the multi-colored strobe rotating and
revolving in a crazed, lilting manner.

Disoriented at first, it took a moment for
Michael to acquaint himself with his surroundings. Deep and wide,
the floor disappeared in the distance with smoke and dimness
devouring half the dance floor. Strategically placed on the rear
and right sides of the dance floor were small, high tables and
chairs—pub sets, they’re now called. On the wall nearest him, a
long narrow bar ran thirty feet, its stools filled with thirsty
patrons. The most apparent and striking of Mike’s observations was
that the clientele were much younger and much more chic than he. It
made him very aware of his age.

The music was loud and wild. The beat thudded
in his chest, though he didn’t recognize the song. Hell, he
couldn’t even understand the lyrics. It was rap, or hip-hop, or
whatever the urban music of today was called. He didn’t have a
problem with such music, per se, but when said music assaulted the
eardrums and the very nature of the vocals was irritating, it was
just not worth the torture to listen. At this volume, however,
there was no hope of ignoring it.

Already Mike’s trained eye was searching out
the women, the really attractive ones. It didn’t take very long for
him to single out several potential partners.

A blonde with large overdone curls hanging
athletically and seductively proportioned, danced close to a young
guy dressed like a reject punk rocker from the 1980s.

A thicker—but by no means heavy—redhead
dressed in so very little that Michael did a double take to assure
himself she wasn’t wearing lingerie. The red and black outfit clung
snugly and made her curves all the more alluring. She danced with
two other girls, both attractive, but no match for the fiery
redhead. The only detractions were the rings going through her
eyebrows, her lip and her nose. Probably couldn’t get on a flight
anywhere in the free world with all that metal.

The next woman he saw made him almost
stumble. She took the cake, by far. She was black, but even in the
crazed club lighting he could see her skin defied traditional black
or white pigmentation. The smooth, silky flesh that covered her
tall, slender frame was more the color of cappuccino, a pleasing
mixture of cream and darkness. She wore a short black skirt and
sleeveless silver top. Her breasts were small but attentive, he
could tell even through the thin blouse. She wore no bra. Her short
hair, spiked, crowned her delicate face like a halo. Her eyes,
while he couldn’t tell their color from this distance, were aimed
directly at him. Michael could almost feel the weight of the stare.
It was not an unkind look, but for the briefest of moments it
unsettled him, made him a bit…nervous.

But only for a second. Michael smiled at her.
Either she didn’t notice or didn’t care, because she focused her
attention back on her dancing partners: an Asian girl with long
black hair who shook her ass as if her life depended on it, a
brunette with much too much makeup who, otherwise, would have been
alluring, and a tall black man who looked like he could have
cleared out any defensive line the NFL had to offer.

“Stuck up bitch,” Michael muttered. Slowly,
he made his way over to the bar, working his way through the throng
of people who did not sit and did not dance, but just chose to
stand and make walking quite a feat in such dense quarters.

At the bar Michael ordered a Crown and
Coke—hold the Crown—from a bartender who looked as if he mainlined
steroids and lifted sedans in his off-time. His arms were huge, but
the tattoo of some tribal design half-covered his face and quickly
took your mind off his possible work-out tactics. The ingestion of
alcohol had never held much charm for him. The few glasses of
champagne at the reception, coupled with the beers he’d drank, were
starting to work against him and he was off the drink as long as
the swirl of unease threatened to erupt into a full blown storm of
nausea.

With drink in hand, Michael moseyed back
through the thick crowd of sweaty bodies and the strong scent of
smoke—not only tobacco—and made his way towards an open seat at a
small table near the corridor leading to the restrooms, at least
that’s what the sign read. He was careful, though, to keep clear
lines of sight open to not only the dance floor, but the girl in
the black skirt and silver blouse, as well.

He sat, careful not to place his hands on the
table. God only knew what had lain on this table. He sipped from
the Coke, which was cool, but certainly not cold. The song changed,
and the new one was a bit more tolerable than the last. Looking
around, he saw that he was not the oldest fart in the club.
Grey-haired men, dressed well, sat with younger woman—and in a
couple cases, younger men—as if it were the most natural thing in
the world. If Club 312 was more of a family establishment, it would
have been easy to imagine they were nothing more than fathers out
with their children. But Michael knew there was no such innocence
to be found here. While this was the first time he’d been inside
this particular club—hell, it hadn’t even been here this time last
year—he was no stranger to such places. And the one constant among
them all was: lust was the order of the day, whether it was real or
imagined, voyeuristic or physical, lust ruled over common
sensibilities like the danger of contracting an STD, or pregnancy,
or even the quaint notion of faithfulness. He felt alive in such
places, he had to admit, just a little out of place as he grew
older.

He continued to sip on his Coca-Cola and
zeroed in on a woman sitting with a group of friends just three
tables away from him. He was just about to stand and walk over when
his cell vibrated in his pocket. Annoyed, he pulled it free and
checked the screen.

Home.

Michael clicked the ignore button. Before he
could even put it back into his trouser pocket, it went off
again.

With the Coke in one hand and the telephone
in the other, he got out of his chair and headed down the hallway.
The tenebrous corridor smelled of scented body oil and other, less
pleasing body odors. The thick, carpet-covered walls sucked in the
noise and about halfway down, the music was sufficiently muted so
he could answer the phone.

“Daddy?”

In a daughter’s eyes, the father reigns as
king.

“Christal, hey there.” Michael let out a
silent sigh of relief that Stephanie wasn’t the one on the other
end of the line.

“I missed you, Daddy. I wanted to talk to you
before I went to sleep.”

“Oh, honey, I miss you, too.” The song
switched again. Michael sat his cup on top of the wall-mounted
payphone and tucked a finger into an ear. “You should be in bed
now, shouldn’t you?”

“It’s only nine o’clock. My bedtime’s not
till nine-thirty.”

“Oh, okay. Did your mommy read you a
story?”

“Yeah, but she’s downstairs now, watching TV.
Daddy…”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

She waited a heartbeat, then, “Will you come
home?”

“Christal, I’ll be home Sunday.”

“But that’s two days away,” her voice had
raised a bit, just enough for him to hear the emotion.

“Baby girl, I’m on business. I told you that.
I can’t just cut the trip short. I want to be home with you, but
Daddy’s got to work.”

When she spoke there was sniffling.
“But…I…want you…to…come…home.”

It took almost everything Michael had to not
slam the phone down, jump into the car and hit the road. Christal
could pluck the strings of his heart like a master playing the
harp. There had been pitifully few people in his life that had ever
had such an effect on his soul. Come to think of it, the actual
number could be counted on one hand, and even then all fingers
wouldn’t be required.

There wasn’t much more to be done here;
certainly all the business transactions were behind him. But still,
something held him here. And that something was walking up to him
in the form of a woman begging to be manhandled. It was the black
girl from the dance floor. Her walk was like a dance unto itself,
she stepped side to side, her beautiful face and adorable head hung
slightly to the left. Her arms, long and narrow, yet powerful like
her bare legs, swung with both purpose and play.

She was looking right at him. Her bright
green eyes pierced him.

“Uh, Christal…Daddy’s got to work now, okay.”
He heard her say something, but paid no mind. “I love you. Good
night.” Michael dropped the hand holding the phone, and stood
rigid.

She walked up to him, the scent of coconut
strong on her skin, skin that glistened with dabbles of glitter.
Her bountiful lips were glossed dark, sparkling. The urge to reach
out and kiss them overtook him and he had to physically restrain
himself from doing so. When she stood mere feet from him, her
tongue slowly crept between the parting of those lips and with
excruciating deliberateness, massaged her top lip.

A craving was born, a craving for this woman,
for her amazing body. A craving so powerful that once it reached
its precipice, Michael knew there would be no stumbling, no
stopping, no controlling it.

Without a word, she reached out for his hand.
She took it in her own. The flesh of her palm was warm velvet. She
led him back down the hall into the open expanse and onto the
floor. All the way he was slightly behind her, his left arm
attached to her. The skirt, leather he now saw, tightly gripped her
buttocks, flaring Mike’s excitement with each and every
movement.

Once on the dance floor, she turned to him.
Her smile was the devil’s own. Her teeth radiated their whiteness;
they were even and straight, small in their own right.

As a song that Michael had actually heard
came over the speakers, the woman began to move, cursorily to the
music, but never letting her attention drop from Mike. In turn, he
did the same. Never a great dancer, the tiny bit of rhythm Michael
did have, he used to move in conjunction with the bounce of the
woman’s thighs, her chest, her butt.

It was two songs later when Michael thought
he’d have to sit a few out. He wasn’t as young as he used to be,
and the air felt superheated. But then a slow song came on. It
wasn’t truly slow, but considering the recent play list, this new
one was positively comatose. When she came close to him, wrapping
her arms around his waist and tenderly laying her head upon his
chest, Michael was suddenly glad he had stopped by Club 312, very
glad indeed.

Since she’d taken the first step in wrapping
herself tightly around him, it didn’t take all that much courage
for Michael to return the favor. With the slight of hand of a
seasoned Vegas magician, one moment Mike’s hands were right at his
side, the next one was on her back and the other gripping a
cheek—and not the one on her pretty little face. She didn’t object
to being touched; she didn’t seem to mind it in the least. Not one
to miss an opportunity, he started a grinding motion with his hips.
To his pleasure, the motion was not only accepted, but reciprocated
as well.

For what was surely an eternity, but seemed
to Michael the mere tick of a second, they remained that way,
eagerly working at one another’s form in the darkness, on the dance
floor.

Then, all too soon for Mike’s taste, the two
separated. While she didn’t let go, she stepped away. Stepping
backwards, she grasped both his hands and led him to a table. Then,
finally, they broke the connection.

“Would you like a drink?”

The two chairs had originally sat across the
table across from each other, but after he’d scooted her seat out
for her and took his own, she’d moved closer to him.

“Yes,” she breathed. She reached out, taking
his hand yet again. “A bottle of water would be nice.” Michael
caught the slightest inflection of an accent, a musical one.

“Just water?” he asked. She hadn’t moved like
she’d been drinking, and Michael was sure that if she wasn’t drunk
or he didn’t offer her a lot of cash, she would not be leaving the
club with him tonight. He was a good looking guy. He wore nice,
often expensive clothing. His manners were exceptional and he was
what most women would call a good catch. But this woman—hell, he
hadn’t even asked her name—was so far out of his league, he might
as well be on Mars.

Unbelievably, a waitress passed by and
Michael placed an order for her water and another Coke for
himself.

“So, what’s your name?”

“Trista,” she said simply.

“I noticed you have an accent. Where are you
from?”

The music was loud, so their words had to be
much louder just to be heard. Trista grinned. “The Dominican
Republic.”

Michael nodded his head as if that were the
coolest thing he’d ever heard.

“And yours?”

“Michael.” Even if she hadn’t gone with only
a first name, Michael would have. It was easier, less messy that
way.

“I’ll be right back. I need to use the little
girls’ room.”

Suddenly, Michael was overcome by the
possibility that she was walking away and wouldn’t be back. He
quickly moved out of his chair and to her side. It was so fast and
so awkward that Trista scooted away, her eyes growing wide. “Let me
walk you.”

Recovering nicely, she gave him a pat on the
chest. “I’m a big girl, Michael. I can take care of myself.” There
was something so very simplistic to her sensuality. Michael was
sure she didn’t know how sexy she actually was. Still, he’d been
rebuffed. She was leaving the table. Maybe she was going to the
restroom, maybe she was ditching him. There wasn’t a helluva lot he
could do about it either way. So he let her go.

“I’ll be right here waiting for you,” he
said, realizing all too late that his words were also the title of
a cheesy Richard Marx song. She stood and began walking away. After
she took a few steps, she looked over her shoulder and gave him a
wink. It was startling how perfectly green her eyes actually
were.

Michael sat back down. The waitress returned.
He paid her, plus tipped her a ten. As he waited, he began sipping
on his drink. And sipping.

And sipping.

Eight

 


 


Stephanie had been at her desk printing off a
list of intended invitees for the Benedict Society’s annual benefit
for muscular dystrophy. It was a long list, and a lot of money was
usually raised. But in all truth, it was more an excuse for people
to get together to drink and gossip and socialize than anything as
noble as combating a debilitating disease. If that’s what it took
to help, to make a contribution of some sort, however, Stephanie
was all for it.

The list had been longer. She’d been through
it several times. At first she’d included the several pending
members the board had voted in. The society was run much like a
business. And as in business, it was all about whom and what you
knew, not your qualifications. It took more than a robust bank
account; you also had to be the type of individual the society
wanted. Nobody cared what you did in private, at least to a certain
extent, but you had to have a shine, a high polish on your public
persona.

And cutting the new members from the list
made everyone else invited feel a little bit more like the
gathering was an exclusive engagement. This meant the night’s gross
would be significantly increased by the local hot shots with
already-swelled heads, trying to outdo the other individual
donations. As the donations were made in an open forum, the men and
women brought their wallets, and everyone dug deep.

She still had a few days to finalize the
list, order the invitations and have them back in time to mail them
out. Tired from her two hours at the desk and more, the monitor,
she leaned back and rubbed her aching eyes.

Stephanie was already dressed for bed in
purple satin PJs and her terrycloth robe. She had showered and
dressed down after making sure Christal had dinner. She hadn’t
planned on working tonight, but she really had nothing else to do.
Considering her level in the socialite hierarchy, her late evenings
were remarkably clear of appointments.

Switching off the computer, she left the
office, darkening the lights as she went. Her feet were bare and
the hardwood flooring was cool to the touch. She stopped and
withdrew her slippers from the hallway closet at the foot of the
stairs. She heard muffled speaking from above. The housekeeper was
already gone, had been for over an hour as a matter of fact, and
Christal didn’t have a habit of talking to herself. It could’ve
been the TV, but Stephanie honestly didn’t think so. The house was
large, and typically at this time of night it was ominously quiet.
So quiet, in fact, that Stephanie feared she might go mad.

Moving closer to the stairs she strained her
ears, but could hear no better. The wide steps were carpet-covered,
so with soundless footfalls, Stephanie made it halfway up before
Christal’s voice fell silent. It mattered little; she’d heard
enough.

Christal’s room lay immediately beyond the
staircase. Back when Stephanie and Michael still shared the same
bed, both had more than a few reservations about their only child
being all alone, way up on the second floor. When she began walking
proficiently, however, it became evident that Christal favored this
room above all others, even her first-floor nursery. The deal was
sealed, for always and forever. Not long afterward, Stephanie moved
upstairs as well, leaving the “alone” concern null and void.

Stephanie sprinted to the top of the stairs
and pushed her way into her child’s bedroom. At that moment,
Christal, dressed in her nightgown, was standing next to her bed,
placing the telephone back onto its cradle. Tears, fresh ones,
smeared themselves down her angelic face.

“Mommy,” Christal said, the surprise at the
intrusion evident on her face.

“Who were you talking to?”

“Daddy.” As if there had been any doubt.

“You should be in bed.”

“It’s not even nine yet, Mommy. I was just
going, though.”

Stephanie paused a moment. “I didn’t hear the
phone ring. I assume you had to call him.”

“Yes, ma’am. He was working.” Stephanie
tried, truly tried, to keep the sneer from forming on her face.
Unfortunately, there was just no avoiding it.

“I’m sure he was. Anyway, crawl on into bed
and I’ll tuck you in.”

“Mommy?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“Will you read to me?”

Stephanie’s sneer was finally changing. A
small smile replaced it, and how could it not? “If you want me
to.”

Instead of an answer, Christal merely nodded
her head with the enthusiasm only a child could muster.

“Okay.”

Christal’s angelic face brightened, the
sorrow now gone. Such resilient creatures are the young. She moved
with the speed of lightning to her bookshelf, selected a volume for
Stephanie to orate, turned, ran and jumped into the bed. Ordinarily
Stephanie would have been quick to scold for such actions. But not
tonight. Tonight it was okay. There was no way of knowing what
Michael had said to upset his daughter so. Stephanie was not about
to inquire, but in the end all that mattered was he had let her
down again. That was the real constant of the universe: Michael
Cole would always disappoint those who cared for him the most.

With the overhead light extinguished and only
the small lamp aglow, Stephanie pulled a glider rocker to the edge
of the bed and took a seat. Christal, already snug under her fluffy
pink blanket, laid waiting. The hardcover book was dog-eared and
well-worn. Stephanie had read the book dozens of times, Michael at
least half that many. Christal knew not only the beginning, the
middle, and the end; she knew the entire text by heart. But
Stephanie remembered from her own childhood how wonderfully magical
the reading of a familiar story could be when read by the voice of
someone you loved dearly. It, in essence, brought the story to
life.

Stephanie began reading. The book was a thin
one. The story could easily be told from start to finish in only
three quarters of an hour. Stephanie, however, didn’t get past the
ten-minute mark before she looked up and saw that Christal’s eyes
were closed, and her breathing deep and even.

She was delighted from the singular joy of a
mother knowing her child slept in a peaceful, undaunted slumber.
She eased the book shut and placed it carefully on the nightstand.
Standing, she stepped softly away from the bed towards the
door.

Just as Stephanie reached out to open the
door, Christal called out, “Mommy?”

Stephanie turned. “Yes, sweetheart?”

“Do you love daddy?”

Stephanie visibly blanched at the question
from out of nowhere. Only a child could possess such directness.
“Why do you ask that?”

“I don’t know. I just wondered.” Christal
still laid still, her eyes closed.

“Of course I do, Christal. Of course I
do.”

“Do you think Daddy loves you?”

Stephanie really didn’t have an answer for
that. Well, she did, but such harsh words were not meant for the
ears of the young or innocent.

“Goodnight,” was her only reply as she walked
out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Suddenly, Stephanie needed a pill. More than
one, in all reality.

 


***

 


Michael waited for a good five minutes before
his impatience became evident. He’d been keeping an eye on the hall
leading to the restrooms during Trista’s absence. If she’d
double-backed and headed for the door, surely he would have seen
her.

After another five minutes passed, he decided
to check things out for himself. He grabbed the bottled water and
strode away from their table.

If anything, Club 312 had gotten busier and
the crowd of people, thicker. Crowds, to Michael, were like an
abscessed tooth. The pressure started slowly, the throbbing nerve
an uncomfortable tickle. But before you knew it, the threshold of
discomfort was passed, and acute pain was reached. Michael began to
sweat profusely as he pushed his way into the crowd.

Finally he emerged from the dense forest of
clubbers and arrived at the hall. From here he could see Trista
against one wall. So he hadn’t been ditched after all. His relief
was palpable. It had been a very long time since any woman had run
out on Michael Cole. Yet, all the same, such a feeling was one not
easily forgotten.

So proud was Michael that his pretty
Dominican had not deserted him, that it took a tick of the clock
for him to notice that she was not alone. A very tall, very broad
man with a shaved head, wearing a ridiculous light purple
button-down shirt stood over her. His index finger was jabbing the
air mere centimeters from Trista’s face.

Rage began to boil inside Michael. Heated by
a white hot fire, he quickened his pace, shooting straight down the
hall into the embrace of danger.

It is no secret that many people despise
confrontation. A person will go completely out of his way, humble
himself in such a manner that will later embarrass him to no end,
in order to avoid meeting the threat of another head on. Michael
himself had once been that way.

But no longer. And in this lay one of the
greatest secrets of his success.

Michael Cole equated avoidance of a
confrontation, no matter the reason, as simply tucking tail and
running, the coward’s way out. Despite all the things Michael was,
he was no coward.

“Trista,” Michael said, as he came within a
few feet. “Your water is getting warm.” He held out the bottle and
shook it.

Before she could respond, Skinhead
intervened. “Take a hike, GQ.”

“GQ, huh? That’s awfully kind. Thing is, the
lady owes me a dance.”

Skinhead turned, forgetting Trista, at least
for the moment. He stepped to Michael. The man had a few inches on
him, not to mention about a hundred pounds of what looked like pure
muscle. “The thing for you to do, buddy, is take a fucking
hike.”

Michael looked up at the larger man. But only
for the blink of an eye. Then he reached his hand out to Trista.
She accepted and he tugged her from the wall. Apparently, this
utter display of disrespect was too much for this fashionably
challenged, overgrown Aryan to stomach.

“Okay. I warned you.” He made a huge show of
rearing back his arm and shoulder for a haymaker. Michael, who’d
been in his fair share of tussles in his time, had learned the
subtle nuances of telegraphed movements during a physical
altercation. None of those learned skills were necessary at the
moment. Stevie Wonder could have seen this swing coming.

Michael pushed Trista back, out of the way.
He waited, waited, waited for the fist to come. When finally it
came, Michael easily ducked below it, allowing the huge rump roast
of a fist and the side of beef arm to sail safely overhead. By the
whoosh of air, Michael knew that, though the strike was pitifully
slow, there had been, nonetheless, real power in the attack. He
readied a counterstrike, but before he could properly execute it,
he was caught off-guard.

The uppercut banged his teeth together,
jarring his vision. A bell rang somewhere deep within his head.
Shock threatened to overtake him.

Blinking furiously, Michael struggled to
regain control of his faculties. If not, he would no doubt be
pummeled into a bloody pulp. Not the best way to end the evening.
No sir, no way. He finally got his bearings, and not a second too
soon.

A heavy booted foot struck out in the
direction of Michael’s groin. Somehow, someway, Michael grabbed the
leg. Using his left foot as a plant, he swept the man’s remaining
leg, his only source of support, dropping him to the floor.

The big son of a bitch toppled and dropped to
the floor like a ton of bricks. Michael was not one to leave well
enough alone. He moved quickly, like a warm knife through butter,
as he guided his leg up over the man’s upper torso and dropped a
foot down on his nose. He could have easily have crushed the man’s
larynx but that seemed, even to him, a bit excessive. Better to
damage the nose. Fill the eyes with water and the nostrils with
blood, making pursuit impossible rather than causing serious and
irreparable harm. Better to simply stun the man and get away, than
eventually be found and, worse than a beating, have to shell out
money to this punk for the rest of his natural life just because
some bleeding heart judge felt sorry for society’s lowlifes.

Skinhead was down for the count, his hands
fussing with his now sopping red face.

Breathing hard, Michael was ready to scram.
Trista was beside him, the heat of her body a very real, very
pleasant sensation.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

“Just one minute,” she replied. She, now
steeled by Michael’s presence, positioned herself like a pro
football punter and snapped out a field goal on Skinhead’s balls.
The big bastard went wild then. He screamed like Janet Leigh in
Psycho. Thrashing on the floor, it was quite evident to Michael
that he had but one thing on his mind, blood. And it sure wasn’t
his.

Grabbing Trista’s wrist like a lifeline, he
tugged her away. Michael began running through the crowd, or at
least moving fast as possible, and she was right on his heels. They
burst through the front doors, leaving the bouncers looking around
stupidly. They took the steps two at a time and when they made it
to the sidewalk, they continued running. They didn’t stop until
they were about a hundred feet away from Club 312. The pedestrians
lining either side of Beale were, more likely than not, giving them
queer glances, but neither paid any attention. Finally they stopped
at the mouth of an alleyway. The air was alive with the aroma of
bar-b-que pork and draft beer.

Michael was breathing raggedly and he saw
that despite the fine shape Trista seemed to be in, she too was
taking great pains to draw air into her lungs. About a minute
later, when both had sufficiently recovered, they looked each other
in the eyes…and burst out laughing.

“That was one huge dude,” Michael said.

“But you handled him like a golden
glove…GQ.”

“Yeah, I did, didn’t I?”

“Who was he?”

Trista shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t ask me.
Stopped me on the way back, said he wanted to hook-up. Told him I
wasn’t interested. Had something better waiting on me.” With that
she sidled up to him, her hands finding his chest which still rose
and fell rather dramatically. Still, Michael sensed that she wasn’t
being completely forthcoming with him. But what she did next
knocked that thought from his mind.

Never leaving his side, she ushered him into
the alley. Besides the neon and the incandescent lighting of the
club and shop fronts, Beale had poor lighting. A few steps into the
alley and they were well concealed. She gently eased him up against
a wall, brick, cold and strong, and pressed into him. A second
later, her hot, moist mouth found his. Her tongue, teasing, darted
in then out, before his own could catch it. Trista kissed well.
Amazingly well.

Her hands massaged his chest, traveled up and
down his arms and then slowly, moved down. He felt her thigh move
up between his legs. And he liked that, a lot.

Suddenly she pulled her mouth away. With the
ambient light he could see her, though not very well. With one hand
she reached into the pocket of her skirt and then pulled it free
again. She brought that hand to her mouth and licked her palm.

Damn. Michael thought he was going to explode
right then and there. As quickly as it had gone, her mouth was back
on him, attacking him.

And again, she pulled away. How could he not
go mad? This teasing, this awful, delicious teasing?

Trista brought her hand up, something small
held between the pad of her thumb and her index finger. Something
incredibly small, like a light-colored mini M&M. She offered it
to him; he found his lips opening automatically. She placed the
small thing—a tablet, maybe?—on his tongue.

A twist of uncertainty began to churn. There
was no real way to know what he was taking. Speed, ecstasy,
anything. He could cheek it, hold it, and spit it out at another
time. But what Trista did next sealed the deal.

She leaned into him, her exotic aura taking
his body up another degree. His internal heat built. Now, on the
night air he caught a vague scent of cinnamon. He could only
imagine how this woman would taste. He yearned to know. “If you’re
ready for the ride of your life…swallow it.”

If Trista had been a Bible thumping
televangelist Michael would have completely emptied his bank
account on a nine hundred number to please her and reserve his
place in her heaven. He swallowed the offered substance, no longer
caring about the composition or contents.

“Very, very good. Now…let’s…go…make some
love.”

When Trista broke their connection this time,
the warm velvet of her hand pressed against his cheek.

When Michael found his voice, the sound of it
was strange, alien. “I thought you’d never ask.”

 


 




Nine

 


The room smelled of Elmer’s Glue and crayons,
of chalk and pencil shavings. Michael sat in the third row from the
front, about midway between the door on one side and the wall with
the long, narrow windows on the other. Schools, or at least this
school, had odd windows, Michael often thought. Not like home.
These windows were large, sure, clean and sparkling. But that
wasn’t the thing. He’d seen his mother spruce up their place, even
dousing the windows with warm soapy water. They sparkled just the
same. These, however, were different and he didn’t know if he liked
it.

The windows of the Cole trailer were much
smaller, almost square, and instead of one solid piece of glass,
there were four even-sized louvers that you opened and closed with
a small metal crank. You could crank them suckers all the way out
and there would be no possible way to slip through the four
openings. Knowing that the window in his bedroom wouldn’t slide up
all the way, like the ones at school, to let anyone get in or out,
made Michael feel pretty safe. He, of course, didn’t have the words
to articulate the sense of security against an unlikely threat, but
it existed just the same.

Mrs. Wegmann stood at the front of the class,
writing in her crazy, loopy script on the blackboard with a small,
almost invisible, sliver of chalk. Mrs. Wegmann was nice enough,
but her face looked too much like a weasel to call her pretty. And
just who would call a teacher pretty, anyway? Michael wondered.
Mrs. Wegmann was surely the youngest teacher at the school, but
like anyone could tell you, young doesn’t mean squat when a school
is full of kids. To Michael and probably everyone else, Mrs.
Wegmann might as well be as old as old Mr. Oaks, way up in the high
school. They called him a janitor, but Michael thought that old man
Oaks just slinked through the halls of the school waiting for a kid
to be found alone and helpless, and then he would drag him away,
with his scrawny old hand over his mouth, and take the kid to his
secret hideout somewhere in the school. In this hideout—and this
was common knowledge—old man Oaks would get his jollies by covering
the poor young boy or girl in glue and, while it dries he gives
Indian sunburns to different parts of the body with a big handheld
eraser—probably in places that weren’t to be discussed in polite
company—or so his grandmother was fond of saying.

Mrs. Wegmann was discussing why it was
important for the class to learn cursive writing. Michael didn’t
understand why, in the two years of school, he’d had to learn how
to write one way and now all that had to go out the window and a
whole new way of doing things had to be accepted. It didn’t make a
lot of sense. But Michael was not one to rock the boat. As a matter
of fact, he didn’t have too much of an opinion either way. Michael
Cole had much more important things on his mind than mere windows
and the style of making letters.

Kelly Monroe.

Oh, she was more than just pretty. More than
beautiful, even. She was gorgeous. Kelly wore her light brown hair,
hair that sparkled under the bright classroom lights, long and in a
ponytail. She had a cute little nose, delicate ears, and eyes that
always shone with kindness, and just a little bit of something
else. It was that something else that made Michael stumble when he
thought about Kelly, made his breath come just a little bit faster,
made his heart beat against the inside of his chest like a wild
animal beating against the bars of its cage. And she smelled nice,
too.

She sat right next to Mike, just one row over
to the right. If he reached out he could touch her. He’d thought
about it plenty. Time and time again, he’d lost himself in a
daydream as the teacher talked on and on about one thing or the
next. In reality, he would never do it. But in his mind, his true
playground, he reached over and took her hand. She’d drop her
pencil (Kelly was left-handed and Michael thought that was about
the coolest thing) and she would grip his hand tighter and they
would stand up together and he would whoosh her away from this
place, away from the classroom, away from the school, away from
this town. And she would be so very, very happy. She would
appreciate him taking her away so much that she would never leave
him, and always be at his side and they would…kiss.

Yep, Michael just about loved Kelly
Monroe.

She dressed really nice, too. Under her denim
jacket she wore a bright yellow top with sparkling stones that
wrapped around the neck. Her jeans had the cool washed out look and
she wore a macramé belt around her tiny waist. A necklace of
different sized and different colored beads hung on her neck.

She was just like a fashion model.

And way out of his league. Yeah, he knew it.
It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out. But hey, a
guy could dream, couldn’t he? Still, one never knew. Maybe Kelly
was the type of girl that could look past the outside and into the
inside. Michael could only hope. But when she smiled that sweet
smile and the whole world brightened up like a gigantic light
switch had just been flipped on, he knew she had to be a person who
looked at another person from a different point of view.

“Would anyone care to come to the board and
demonstrate the first five letters of the alphabet for me, in
cursive?” Mrs. Wegmann asked. Naturally, the air did not suddenly
fill with hands. Michael looked down at his notebook, the spiral
kind that when you tore a page out the little squiggles always
stayed behind to irritate you.

Mike’s face reddened and he began to feel a
bit queasy. It was a completely irrational reaction. With
twenty-seven other kids in the class, the chances of Mrs. Wegmann
calling on him were slim. While she occasionally did call on the
class, it was usually no more than once or twice a day. Michael had
never bothered to do the math, but the odds were good he was safe.
And so what if she did call on him? Would it be that bad? Surely
not. Of course, going all the way up to the blackboard and actually
using the chalk was way worse than simply giving an answer from the
safety of his desk. But he’d live, wouldn’t he?

“Mr. Cole, how about you?” Mrs. Wegmann’s
words were calm, nonthreatening. But she might as well have had
sentenced Michael to the guillotine. He continued staring down at
his desk. If he had the eye beams of Superman, a thin red laser
would have cut through not only his five subject notebook by now,
but the cheap chipboard of the public school desk as well. But if
Michael did have any such skill, walking to the front of class
wouldn’t be anywhere near as tough as it was right now.

“Mike, Michael Cole. I am speaking to you.”
Her tone rose just a tad, in the way that only grade school
teachers and nuns could ever successfully master.

Finally, he looked up. Really, did he really
have a choice in the matter? No, not really. In the world of
school, teachers were the predators and the students like Michael
were the prey.

“Ma’am?” By dragging this out, Michael hoped
that Mrs. Wegmann would get tired of harassing him and move on to
someone else, anyone else actually.

“Please come to the board.” Apparently, Mrs.
Wegmann was not about to release her grip on Michael so easily.

“Yes, ma’am.” Whether she was condemning him
to a fate worse than death or not, he still tried to be polite.
Perhaps his good conduct would win him some points, because he was
sure his penmanship wouldn’t.

Michael pushed himself away from the desk. At
his school the chair and desk were two separate pieces. The top of
the desk lifted up and your books and belongings were stored
inside. At the top of the desk was a little dip for your pencil and
a raised piece of wood just in case the pencil jumped out and tried
to roll away. When he was scooting his chair back from the desk,
the legs of the chair scraped hard across the floor and it sounded
like a very rude breaking of wind. The kids all around him laughed,
laughed like their lives depended on it, and Michael felt his knees
start to get weak.

Michael was just a bit overweight for his
age. Okay, to be truthful, he made at least two of most of the
other boys in the room. He was wearing a cut-off flannel shirt that
had been made a year or so before his birth, and the jeans he wore
were once dark blue—the normal color of jeans—but they had faded
and his mother, in all her motherly wisdom, had used dye to bring
back the color. The result looked more like an octopus had puked on
them than making them look anywhere near normal. And the pant legs
had been too long—he had to wear a much longer pant because even
the Huskies were too small for his considerable milk gut—and the
threads had frayed, making fringe around the bottom cuffs. His
boots, fancy cowboy boots that had been bought new for him, were
the best things he wore. His thighs chaffed together as he started
up the aisle.

He had to twist sideways to clear the last
row of desks and just as he tried to side-step Ricky Pume, a string
bean of a fellow who could throw a football like a pro, stuck out a
gangly long leg. Michael didn’t see it in time. As a matter of
fact, he didn’t see it at all. But his ankle felt it, just a moment
too late for him to stop himself from toppling over. Never a
graceful young man, it took an excruciatingly long second for to
complete the fall. Michael thrashed, as if waving his arms like
windmills could stop or even slow his fall. Captain Ahab would have
been extremely pleased with Mike’s whale-like movements as his body
yielded to the laws of physics and gravity took him down—hard.

If Michael had thought the class was laughing
before, he had been wrong. Now, they laughed, hee-hawed, guffawed,
cackled, snorted, and just about everything else you could think
of. Michael hit the floor face first, smacking his right cheek
against the cold, unforgiving tile. For just for a moment he laid
still, like a dead man waiting for the cops to draw his chalk
outline. Then, embarrassment spurred him to action.

Using his hands, he pushed his way up to his
knees. He reached out and put a hand on Mrs. Wegmann’s desk to get
his balance, and then tried to get on his feet. He did it, alright,
but with horrendous consequences.

There was a loud ripping noise.

The entire classroom fell into a tomb-like
silence—the vacuum of outer space couldn’t have been more
silent.

But it didn’t last for long.

The horrible ripping sound was the crotch of
Mike’s octopus puke, bluer-than-blue jeans giving way. Since he was
standing with his front to the board and his rear to the rest of
the room, the entire student body of Mrs. Wegmann’s third grade
class got more than a peek at his “Dukes of Hazzard” briefs.

Everyone howled. There was no laughing,
nothing as simple as that. Behind Mike’s back a deafening mix of
hooting and hollering erupted. Looking to Mrs. Wegmann for some
kind of sympathy or help, Michael saw nothing but amusement on her
face. That’s probably what hurt him the worst. Here was this
teacher, the leader of civilized society inside the walls of this
school, the lifeguard in the great churning sea of childhood, and
she was no better than the cretins in her custody. There was a fine
line between the keeper and the kept, between jailer and jailed,
but Mrs. Wegmann had crossed that line.

Michael turned, thinking—hoping—he would just
die. That his heart would stop and the world would fade to black.
He had no such luck.

Ricky Pume was pointing, jumping up and down
in his seat, tears streaming from his eyes, tears of pure joy at
his great accomplishment.

Jerry Tims, who he could see in the very back
row, one of his true tormentors since the very first day of school,
has having a laughing fit. His jowls were shaking in this moment of
sheer happiness at the sight of his pitiful victim in the hands of
pure cruelty.

There were others. Casey Black, a short funny
kid who was most times, the class clown, had, at least temporarily,
handed the torch over to Mike, or Ricky Pume, however you want to
see it. Cliff Watkins was screaming like a girl, and pointing the
fingers of both his hands to the sides of the room as if the Red
Sea had just parted right in front of him. The look on his face
showed that much astonishment.

But the worst was yet to come.

Kelly Monroe, in all her lovely grace, hid
her face behind her hand. Her eyes turned up at the sides, that
something special sparkled within them, and it didn’t take two
shakes of a cat’s tail for Michael to realize its cause was the
very same thing that had infected the rest of his classmates:
laughter. Her pretty face was no longer kind, but hateful and
awful. Like an angel thrown from Heaven into the lakes of Hell, her
face was a demonic thing now with nothing sweet or light.

The horror of his predicament suddenly
brought Michael to a point of no return. He swallowed hard, his
Adam’s apple feeling like a huge boulder being dragged through a
tunnel of sand. He bolted then. Fast as he could run. Thankfully
the door was open and he didn’t have to stop. Outside the class the
halls were lined with coat hooks, but this time of year there was
no need to wear a jacket so the only things hanging were a few
scattered backpacks. The hall was empty and as he ran, ran for his
very life, the hanging backpacks rippled in the wind he created as
he pumped his legs, his knees rising higher and higher. He reached
the end of the hall, the exit doors were the heavy metal ones
without windows, the ones you had to press the long bar down on in
order to get out. He slammed into the door, pushing the bar down,
and exploded out into the April sunshine.

He didn’t stop there. He had never run so
hard in his entire life. Not even when he was being chased by Jerry
or Bobby or any other bully. They were just kids, and all he had to
do was stay out of their clutches. This time he ran from something
he couldn’t escape. Inside his head the echoes of the classroom
laughter did not die away, but grew louder, threatening to take
over his mind.

Michael Cole ran and ran, under the blaring
sun of a Mississippi noon, the ghost of cruelty on top of him, and
he wanted nothing more than to run clean off the planet.

 


 


 


Ten

 


The very next day, Michael was back at
school. It had taken close to two hours to get home. He didn’t run
near as far as he wished he could. No big surprise there. The most
exercise he got, in any routine way, was biking his way up and down
the street, from home to a few stores, and that little exertion had
not made him a marathon runner. He lived a good piece from the
school and after he’d finally stopped running, even walking was
hard. He’d had to stop a few times, the stitch in his side almost
unbearable.

And then he got home. Both his parents were
there, as they usually were. Jobs were hard to come by and at the
moment, neither his mother nor father had work. Well, his mom
worked a few hours down at the pawn shop, but that really didn’t
add up to much.

Arriving home a full hour ahead of schedule,
Martin, Mike’s father, was convinced that his oozing sore of a
loser son had messed up again. While it was perfectly acceptable
for Martin to have bad days—more like expected—he held Michael to a
“higher standard.” And when that “higher standard” was not met,
things were not good for Mike, painful even.

As he walked through the front doors of the
school Mike’s limp was no better than when he had walked to the bus
stop, almost forty-five minutes earlier. With hot red welts up and
down his back and scraped across his legs, both walking and
sitting, heck, even standing still, was uncomfortable. The limp was
due more to an overall soreness of his entire body than a specific
leg injury. And sore he was. Oh, how sore! Martin Cole was a big
man. Not fat like his son, but certainly beefy, and when he
punched, it was all a grown man could do to take it. And Michael
was not a grown man. Unfortunately, bare hands were not the only
tools he used to keep Michael up to snuff. There was a length of
extension cord that he kept handy. A ten foot section that he
chopped off a much longer roll when he worked for the City
Department was his tool of choice for the “raising and rearing” of
his son. The thickly insulated cord would have been bad enough by
itself. But to add distaste to displeasure, Martin’s self-made whip
was also equipped with the electrical plug at one end. The plug not
only welted the skin horribly, it also left a nasty bruise.

It had been a long night for Michael Cole.
And his mother had not helped. Not even a little. When Martin had
started, Anita Cole simply took her cigarette case and, wearing her
stained pink housecoat, sulked into the master bedroom to watch TV.
When Michael was finally allowed to go to bed, he cried out all the
tears he thought he could ever make.

Martin Cole had never even asked his son why
he was home early.

Michael was doing pretty well, though. He’d
showered with lukewarm water. Anything hotter would have caused
severe stinging. The shower helped, quite a bit actually. Dressing
quickly, he was out of the house before either Martin or Anita
stirred. His stomach rumbled as he came up on his homeroom.
Breakfast had been out of the question if he wanted a fast getaway,
and he had. That had seemed like the right thing at the time. Now
he wasn’t so sure.

Five feet from the doorway of Mrs. Wegmann’s
room, Kelly Monroe stopped him cold as she moved in front of him
like a very pretty, and ultimately effective roadblock.

The Grand Canyon couldn’t have stopped him
more completely. Only inches from the object of his desire this
entire school year, Michael felt a colony of butterflies burst from
their cocoons and take flight inside his stomach.

“Mikey?” she started. Only his mother called
him that, with anything close to affection, that is. Syrup dripped
from her voice.

“Y-Yeah?”

Kelly looked nervous. He couldn’t imagine
why. It was him that felt like a volcano on the verge of eruption.
“I just wanted to say…I’m real sorry about yesterday.” She had her
hair pulled back in a ponytail.

The beating had been harsh enough to make
yesterday’s fiasco less than his top priority. Now, at the mention
of the whole ordeal, the memory came flooding back with amazing
clarity. “Stuff like that happens,” he said, not finishing with,
“with me, it always does.”

“Still, I felt bad.”

“It’s okay. Really.” Pity was the last thing
he wanted. He might look pitiful, and that in itself was worse than
being the butt of anyone’s joke. After all, his pride was all he
really had.

The last bell rang. Students filed by them on
their way this way and that. Some actually stopped and stared, as
if they were watching an elementary school version of Beauty and
the Beast.

“You know, I ride bus fifty-five. Miss
Phillips is the driver.”

“Miss Snuff, herself, huh?”

“Yeah.” Kelly smiled when he said this. It
was no small secret that Ms. Phillips, the only lady bus driver at
the school, dipped snuff just about as often as she breathed air.
“Anyway, I don’t really want to ride the bus home this
afternoon.”

Expectation sparked, but Michael fought it
down quickly.

“And?” he prompted.

“And I was kind of thinking…maybe…you could
walk me home.”

“What?” he blurted before he could stop
himself. Apparently the word came out a bit too strong because
Kelly flinched at the sound of his voice.

“It’s…it’s okay if you don’t want to.”

She looked hurt and Michael didn’t like that
at all. “No, no, I just wanted to make sure I heard you right.”
This seemed to smooth things over.

“After the last bell, then? On the
playground?”

“Sure.” What happened next was the highlight
of Mike’s entire life. Up to this point, at least. She reached out,
took his pudgy hand in her delicate one, like a flower holding a
water balloon.

“I’ll see you later, Mikey.”

And then she was gone, off into the room. For
a moment Michael just stood there, dumbly. The mind is a funny
thing. He actually doubted if she’d ever really been there at all.
But that was nonsense, and he knew it.

Still…

When he entered the classroom everyone else
was seated, as they should be. Jerry, Casey, Ricky, Cliff and all
the other devils that had tortured him so. But there was Kelly,
right there in her seat, the silver lining to his dark cloud.

Taking his seat before Mrs. Wegmann could
prepare an attack because of his tardiness, he settled in and
plopped open his book and notebook.

There was a large black metal clock on the
wall, centered directly above the blackboard. Michael made out the
second hand as it swept its way around.

Oh, how slowly it moved.

Would the day ever end?

 


 


Eleven

 


Through some sort of miracle, the day did
pass, even if it went by at a snail’s pace. Morning gave way to
midday, and midday surrendered to the glorious promise of freedom
that afternoon.

The day hadn’t been all that bad for Mike.
Not great, of course. He’d taken a spit-wad to the back of the
head—an especially moist one—during math and he’d stayed close to
the monitor during recess just in case Ricky thought he’d follow up
the tripping with a second act. But all in all, it was decent. A
decent day was good enough to Michael, though. Just the thought of
walking Kelly home kept him motivated to move forward from one
subject to the next, and he found himself excited at school—a
completely new sensation for him.

But such a prospect had its problems as well.
After yesterday’s performance he couldn’t stomach the possibility
of looking like a fool again. What would he talk to her about?
Would he be able to think of something cool and neat? Heck, would
he be able to talk at all? He decided to play it by ear.

Luckily, his soreness had eased a lot and the
limp was just about gone. His clothes, as well, were appropriate
for such an event. This morning he had tried to be quiet as
possible, for obvious reasons, so he’d decided not to go all the
way down to the laundry area which was past the kitchen and right
next to his parents’ bedroom. Instead, he’d chosen an outfit from
his closet. A long sleeved white shirt that had all its buttons and
even though it wasn’t ironed, it didn’t have a single wrinkle. He
had one good pair of jeans that were actually the right color—nope,
no octopus puke here. They fit him pretty well, too. He never
tucked his shirt in; that was just something he didn’t do. But, at
the last break before school let out, he did just that. He checked
himself out in the mirror and had to admit that he looked pretty
good, at least with his stomach sucked in a little. Still, he
wetted his unruly blond hair down and primped for a minute. When a
couple of kids walked in, he smoothly made his way out.

It was a stunning early summer afternoon. The
sunshine was golden, warm. The faintest of breezes blew and felt
like a million small kisses on Mike’s face. If ever there was a day
to walk beside the love of his life, a day to really fall in love,
this was it. The buses were parked ahead and to the right about
fifty yards. Kids from all the different grades were already filing
out. What had been a deserted lot, except for the aging Blue Bird
buses, was now crammed with kids of every race and color—of which
Benedict only had three: black, white, and a few Hispanic families,
known in those days as simply “Mexican.”

Michael walked towards the buses just as he
always did, lost in the crowd. But he didn’t walk to his bus.
Instead he veered away from the general path and slipped into the
staff parking area. Making sure no one was watching he slunk down
low, using the vehicles as cover. Michael followed the parking lot
a little north to the edge of the elementary building, then he
dashed west into the playground.

This route was complicated. It would have
been much easier to simply take a left out of Mrs. Wegmann’s
hallway, follow the corridor until it ended, push through the doors
and voila, there you go. Unfortunately, if the teachers hadn’t
stopped him from heading that way, another staff member would
have.

From the corner of the yard, Michael dashed
past the merry-go-round and down a small hill, past the swings.
Now, the school building blocked him from the parking lot and he
stopped for a breath. This was pretty cool. He was sneaking, not to
get away from bullies who would like nothing more than to hold him
down and spit loogies on his forehead, but to actually meet-up with
Kelly.

Speaking of Kelly…Michael glanced around the
deserted recess area. There was something a tad spooky about the
huge area filled with monkey bars, swing sets, see saws, but
completely empty of children. It just looked wrong. Now, that was
neither here nor there. But one thing was wrong.

Kelly was nowhere to be seen.

There were countless reasons—not all of them
having to do with Mike, but that didn’t keep his heart from
dropping into his stomach. Sure, she could have changed her mind.
Maybe she’d thought about it and just didn’t want to be seen with
him—it wasn’t that far-fetched. Or maybe she was kept after class.
Even though Michael hadn’t noticed Mrs. Wegmann say anything about
it to her, and she hadn’t gotten in trouble for anything, that
option was still possible. Or maybe, just maybe, she was making her
way to the playground at this very moment and she would get here
any second.

So Michael waited. And waited.

And waited some more.

He listened as the school buses, now filled
with their charges, geared up and drove away. Michael took a deep
breath. He was committed to this. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t
get on the bus now. They were leaving. In a moment they would all
be gone.

Rejection and abandonment are never easy
things to take. Even to Mike, who had been treated like a mistake
by both his parents for as far back as he could remember, and was
the dog crap the other kids got on their shoes and tried to wipe
away, he never got used to the feelings. You can be cut by a sharp
knife every single day of your life. The blade, always sharp, but
not too sharp, the way it hurts, kind of drags across the soft
skin, splitting it apart as the blood oozes up from it. Still, each
day the cutting hurts just as much as it did the day before, and
the day before that. As a matter of fact, it hurt worse. When you
experience such a pain over and over again, just thinking about the
next time begins to get to you. You start expecting the physical
pain, but you also start to dread it, dread it and the thought of
the pain you can do nothing to stop.

Michael looked at his watch. It was fifteen
after three and if he wanted to get home anytime soon, he needed to
get started. It was hard to do. As soon as he started his walk home
and he turned his back on the playground, the deal would be sealed.
Kelly wouldn’t have come and he would be alone again. As long as he
stood here there was a chance she would still show. Slim, almost
dwindling down to nothing, but still a chance.

“Hey, fag, who you waiting for?” Michael
recognized the voice instantly. The words, the voice, chilled him
in a way that the bright summer sunshine couldn’t warm.

Michael twirled, searching for where they
were. Jerry, Bobby, Cliff, and Ricky stood shoulder to shoulder at
the top of the hill. Each face Mike’s eyes saw looked meaner than
the last.

Bobby, the tallest of the group, stepped
forward. “Little sissy looks sad. Your girlfriend not show?”

How did they know? Michael was pretty sure
that even though there’d been a lot of gawkers, no one had heard
the conversation between him and Kelly. Of course there was no way
to be certain. The way it looked, someone had heard.

“Don’t cry about it, Romeo.” That was Ricky.
He made a face, his lips pouting and rubbing his eyes, wiping away
imaginary tears.

“That’s right, fat ass. Didn’t you know your
sweetheart Kelly has the hots for my buddy, Ricky here?”

“That’s right, chubs. I can’t believe you
were so stupid to think my girl would even look at you.”

“At least without getting sick.” That was
from Jerry. Just a fraction of an inch shorter than his buddy
Bobby, Jerry was wide and would eventually grow into a human
steamroller on the football field.

“I-I don’t want any trouble, guys. I was just
heading home.”

“Trouble,” Bobby said. “Trouble is exactly
what you’re gonna get.”

“You see,” Cliff began. He’d been silent
until now, but apparently he, too, found it hard to pass up the
bullying. “We get real tired of you around here. Not just us,
either. Everybody. The whole school. Even the teachers. Even Mr.
Vandiver and Mr. Curlee,” he explained, naming the principal and
vice-principal.”

“That’s right,” Ricky chimed in. “Nobody
likes a fat, sniveling shit like you sitting next to them, or even
eating in the same lunch room. I saw you scarfing down that chili
dog the other day. Almost made me hurl, dude. And I don’t like
hurling.”

Suddenly the group split up. Bobby and Ricky
went one way and Jerry and Cliff went the other: surrounding him,
one big bully with a smaller bully. At least the kids knew
strategy.

“Guys, just leave me along…okay?” His voice
quivered on the last word. He felt water brimming at the bottom of
his eyes. Something bad was going to happen. He just knew it.

And it did. Bobby swung out at him. From the
corner of his eye, he saw it coming. With the four circling around
him, it was next to impossible to watch every movement. He was
lucky to see Bobby’s fist, though. Although it wasn’t a quick one,
Michael was not a glutton for punishment. He leaped far to the left
and Bobby’s hand missed him by just a few inches.

“You little shit,” Bobby said through gritted
teeth.

It was time to go. No one needed to tell
Michael that. Spinning on his heels, Michael darted through the
opening between Jerry and Cliff, albeit just. He was, as his father
called it, digging ‘taters. His feet stomped down into the ground
as he moved, loose dirt erupting up behind him.

“Get his ass,” Jerry yelled, and the boys
were in hot pursuit.

The beating from last night slowed Michael
down—more than a little. Even now, just beginning the run for his
life, his leg throbbed where the electrical plug had left a very
nasty mark. The stitch in his side from yesterday afternoon was
back as well, and he knew right then, he wouldn’t be running
far.

But maybe he wouldn’t have to.

The playground was wide and deep, but the
ground was definitely not even. From the school building itself the
ground gently sloped downward to where he now ran. A hundred yards
more and it dropped off fifteen or so feet. One place in particular
along that drop was popular with the kids; a flattened area that
had once housed a long-forgotten piece of playground equipment that
had been removed. That’s where the boys played King of the Hill;
standing there defending their territory as others rushed towards
him trying to pull him free of that small section of flat earth. As
Mike’s feet touched down on this spot, he leaped. He had no idea
why, he just did. He didn’t actually jump that high, but the steep
drop-off of the land left him sailing high.

The playground butted up against a thick
wooded area. A chain link fence separated wilderness from school
property and he believed if he could make it into the woods, he
could lose these boys. He had to lose them. They were in really
nasty moods and there was no way he could possibly fight off four
of them. Heck, he couldn’t fight off one—any one of them.

Michael Cole was, unfortunately, as
ungraceful a flyer as he was a walker. But it was not the actual
flight that damned him. It was the landing. It is often said that a
successful landing is nothing more than a controlled landing.
Michael Cole didn’t know this, how could he? But it made little
difference; there was absolutely no control in his landing. He
braced himself and bent his knees, but as his left foot touched
ground, the shock ran up his leg and his knee gave out
completely.

To say that Michael crashed would be like
saying the moon is nothing more than a pebble. His body landed in a
bad way. Though grounded, the hard earth did not stop him. The
momentum of his leap propelled him through several head-over-rear
flips. When he finally crashed for the last time and was left lying
on his back, a tree root broken through the dirt jabbed into his
kidney and the world fell silent as the sky spun above him. But
that silence was not to last.

There were footfalls behind him now, and they
grew louder and louder with each passing second. And then, it was
all over but the crying, so to speak.

A heavy weight dropped down on Mike’s chest,
pushing the air from his lungs, squeezing his stomach.

“Hey, fucker!” Bobby said. He was a big guy,
true enough, but he was not a pretty sight to see. Besides missing
his front two teeth, Bobby Crews also had a severe freckle issue
and hair that looked like a farmer’s cow had gotten loose and
decided to feast on the wild red stuff instead of the salt lick,
for a while. And his breath…oh, that was bad, too. Smelling like
the asshole of a twenty-year-old German shepherd, his breath almost
gagged Mike. But since Bobby’s considerable weight made breathing
hard, there wasn’t actually a chance for that. “Where were you
heading off to? The party’s just getting started. Don’t want to
miss it, do you?”

Bobby started hitting him. In the face, on
the chest, on the top of the head. The other boys, starting to feel
left out, wanted in on the action too. As Bobby straddled him and
hammered him with punches, the other three joined in with kicks. To
the ribs, to his thighs, down both arms, his hands, his
fingers.

Time stopped. No, that wasn’t right. It
crawled. Slowly, seconds passed. Mike’s body never went numb. It
was too alive and still sensitive from the hell it had suffered at
his father’s hands. He felt every bash, bang, and clobber that
came. Felt it all too well.

It was by the grace of God that the boys
finally tired of their little game. They left him there, but not
before Jerry worked up a bit of snot in his mouth by hocking a bit,
and spat it down on Mike’s cheek.

Then they walked away. Their curses filled
the air until they were out of earshot.

Michael Cole lay there for a very long time.
He couldn’t move. He was bleeding. He was crying. Every inch of his
body hurt, but especially his pride. He went through all this
because he dared to think a girl thought he was more than a piece
of shit to be kicked away like so much garbage.

He would never make that mistake again.

 


 




Twelve

 


Michael Cole awoke with a start. He blinked
several times at the strange surroundings he found himself in. It
took half a minute for him to realize he was in his motel room.
Blades of light filtered in through the window blinds and the room
was uncommonly cold.

His mouth felt full of cotton and when he sat
up in the bed, sharp knife-like pains filled his head. He actually
touched his hand to his temple to make sure it hadn’t spilt.

“Damn, must’ve been a good time. That’s all I
can say.” He finished sitting up and swung his legs to the floor.
He was weak as all get out, but he managed to stand. It was only
then that he remembered Trista. He looked back to the bed, but he’d
apparently been sleeping alone. He checked the bathroom, found
nothing. He looked over the surfaces of the tables and along the
bar, but there as no note.

Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am, huh?

Her scent only barely remained in the room,
on the bed sheets. She left not a single thing behind as a
memento.

Oh, well. It was a nice ride while it lasted.
Or so he thought. Really, he couldn’t remember much at all about
last night. After the club, things got a bit fuzzy. But he
remembered enough to know that he’d had a great lay. Such a great
one, it would be hard to follow up.

Michael ordered coffee and breakfast from
room service, and showered leisurely. The meal arrived just as he
was getting out of the shower. He tipped the steward and dined near
a window. He checked his Blackberry. There were no missed calls and
no new messages. So he ate, perusing the Sunday edition of the
Memphis paper as he did so.

When the omelet was gone and the coffee
carafe drained, he dressed and called for a bellhop to gather his
bags.

The traffic was remarkably light on I-240 as
he wound around the city and finally took the exit that led him
home. Just under two hours from the time he left the room, he
passed into Benedict and before going home, decided to stop by the
office.

Michael’s office was located just a street
off the town square. The entire block had once been old, crumbling
husks of a greater past. Michael had, for a steal, acquired all
four buildings that made up the block. The old shirt factory was
now a doctors’ clinic. The five and dime shop, Kirk’s, was now a
massage therapy business that offered great rates on tanning
packages. Carlton Vickers, who served as both Michael’s personal
and business attorney, leased the next building which, fifty years
ago, had been a furniture dealership. Michael’s little slice of
pie, a three-story white stone building, often referred to as the
Ivory Tower among the Benedictians, served as the cornerstone of
Mayflower Street. Michael had, of course, kept the most
eye-pleasing of the four structures for himself, but was thinking,
or at least had been, of relocating. This was his third office
since he had first hung out his shingle as a property manager. The
wonderful thing about titling yourself with such an ambiguous
moniker is that you were never pigeonholed. Michael could buy and
sell real estate which, besides the wonderful profit he’d made just
yesterday, was pretty much a hit or miss undertaking. While renting
and leasing property wasn’t a get-rich-quick deal, it sure paid the
bills.

Michael owned apartments, houses, trailer
parks, business locations, and land all over the south, as far east
as the Georgia coast and as far west as the snow-capped peaks of
Colorado. He was in the kind of business that you had to spend
money to make money, but he had a good nose for business and never
had his losses outweighed his profits. While the flashier places
and ones with the ritziest addresses made the most money, the
low-income sector was the backbone of his cash flow. The apartments
and mobile home courts he owned that accepted government-assisted
renters were cheap to throw up and while the return was startling,
it helped keep the pot full during the downturns of a troubled
economy.

But with his take from selling the downtown
Memphis property, he now had the funds readily available to
construct an office more in line with his personality and to his
liking—one with covered parking, for instance. It pained Michael to
no end that the only parking for this office was up and down the
street, and all of that was parallel parking. And most of those
slots were often filled with patients from the clinic or customers
of the masseuses down the way. While the sign signified the front
spot as reserved for him, he found it more often than not,
occupied. So he dropped a call to the police department and they
had the auto towed—at the owner’s expense. Today the angels must be
smiling on him. The spot was open and he maneuvered in.

The car took to the parking space like a hand
to a glove. Of all his toys, this car had to be among his very
favorites. A Porsche 911, Model 997 (Carrera S), the fine Italian
masterpiece was worth every red cent of the manufacturer’s
suggested retail price. The exclusive Macadamia Metallic exterior,
the dark grey natural leather interior, the 19” classic Carrera
wheels—the car definitely turned heads. Michael had once owned a
secondhand Hot Wheels rendition of the car, an older version of
course, but he always dreamed of owning that Porsche, and now he
finally did. The bright, shiny toy had cost him almost one hundred
and twenty grand, but he didn’t regret it in the least. There was
no one else in town that had a car even remotely as expensive or
beautiful, or fast. People knew when they saw that car that a major
player was behind the wheel and Michael like that very, very
much.

And it was sweet.

The drive train responded like a dream. The
feel of the power in his hands was, to say the least, exhilarating.
High-end Bose speakers pumped crystal clear music straight out and
down into his head. The seven-speed manual transmission responded
to his deft touch, and the 385 horsepower of the rear-placed engine
hummed dominance, yearning for something besides the close-cropped
streets of downtown Benedict.

Michael killed the engine and stepped out.
Using the keyless entry fob, he secured the doors and the car gave
its responding double-chirp, signifying that it was now locked and
the alarm was online.

The entrance of his building was equipped
with state-of-the-art electronic locks as well as monitored by
sophisticated anti-intrusion equipment. Michael keyed in a
seven-digit code that not only unlocked the door, but also
generated an electronic entry in the mainframe’s memory recording
who and exactly when the door had been opened and the alarm
system’s operation suspended. If such extremes bespoke of Michael’s
distrust of his small staff, then so be it.

Michael employed a total of eight people on a
full time basis to serve as support personnel for his management
company. Andrew Crowe, a fatherly older man who’d once run his own
real-estate agency successfully for many years, was his right-hand
man who ran the day-to-day operations, leaving his boss free to
decide on how best to deepen the coffers. Jim Strite was the
venture’s anal accountant who kept Michael and his subordinates out
of hot water with the IRS and also took care of payroll and bonus
disbursement, of which Michael thought himself very generous in
comparison to others in his field. Vaughn Meyers, a good-looking
outgoing gentleman close to Michael’s own age, was the scout, as it
were. Vaughn was gone more than he was in the office, not only
keeping an eye on Michael’s holdings, but checking out new
prospects as well. The rest of the staff complement, Mya Feldon,
Trisha Gold, Sally Jade, and Kimberly Cull, were all women and
shared the bulk of the secretarial duties for the men, all save for
Sally Jade. Sally reported to only one man and could, if she so
pleased, tell everyone else to kiss her ass and not worry a bit
about it. Sally was Michael’s personal assistant, but in no way at
all did that make her a secretary. In fact, she probably generated
more work for the secretarial pool of Mya, Trisha, and Kim than all
the men together.

A very intelligent former journalism student
who had studied at Columbia until returning home to care for an
ailing mother, Michael considered Sally the find of a lifetime.
While she was a knock-out to look at, Michael had never had any
luck at taking her to bed. She was a strong-willed
ultra-independent young woman who did not believe that sleeping
with the boss was on life’s list of acceptable behaviors. He’d even
offered to fire her and hire her back after a nice weekend away. No
dice.

She performed her job far and away better
than anyone Michael had ever known. She kept his secrets secret and
didn’t seem to have an opinion on the darker side of Michael Cole,
which worked well for him and probably was responsible for the
higher than average salary young Sally was given.

Privy to things that Michael had his hand in
that no one in the office had any inkling of, she was a valuable
asset to him and he treated her as such. He showered her with
expensive gifts; perfume, huge bonus checks, an expense account,
even her vehicle was leased in his name. Sooner or later he would
break down her defenses and they would meet each other in the
bedroom. But for now, he found himself satisfied with her serving
as his assistant.

Letting himself in, Michael turned no lights
on. He strode through the reception area and mounted the stairs
leading to the second and then third floor. The third floor was
Michael’s domain. A large conference room, complete with a long
obsidian meeting table and leather-bound chairs, video conferencing
equipment and small kitchenette, housing coffee and soda stores as
well as a cappuccino machine, was only used at his personal
discretion. Sally kept an office that was relatively large and
well-furnished, and adjoined his own.

Michael’s office, however, was a study in
extravagance. Walnut-paneled walls, polished hardwood floors
covered with rich oriental area rugs, brushed steel furnishings
with deep-set bookshelves crammed with rare tomes, original oils
and watercolors in exquisite frames, accentuated by small lamps
above each, the office was as much a tool for intimidation as it
was a work space. Beyond the main room was a modest den with full
bathroom for when Michael needed a bit of rest or simply needed to
refresh himself.

He let himself him in, again accessing his
office by way of electronic lock, and breathed a sigh of relief
upon entering. If home is where your heart is, then this was his
home. The house that he shared with his family was his residence
but this office was his sanctuary. He had schemed and connived and
built his name in this very room, the place in which he found
himself the most relaxed, and yet the most driven.

Michael took a seat behind his desk and
started up his computer. The Windows theme filled the office and
then quickly died away. Keying in his password, his desktop opened.
He didn’t plan on doing anything on the computer, just wanted to
take a look at the widgets displayed across the screen, showing him
everything from the present weather—not like he didn’t have a wide
plate glass window behind him—to the most up-to-date news the
international media had to offer.

He kicked back in his chair, crisscrossed his
fingers behind his head, and thought about calling Christal. He
could do whatever it was he was going to do here, finish that up
and go pick her up and take her out for a nice lunch. He would even
invite Stephanie, if she didn’t have anything else going on today.
They could go for pizza, Christal’s favorite. That would be
nice.

His phone rang. Not his cell, but his desk
phone.

Through the week, all calls were routed
through reception. His calls were then delivered to Sally and if
she thought the call worthy of her boss, she then sent it on to
him. On the weekends and after hours, all calls came through.
Michael lifted the phone from its cradle and spoke, “Hello.”

“Michael,” the voice was hoarse, but
feminine.

“Carrie? I’ve been trying to call you since
yesterday. Where the hell—”

“I was sick, Michael. Especially in the
morning.”

“Sick, what do you mean sick. You’ve got a
cold?”

“No, Michael, not a cold. I don’t have the
flu. I don’t have the chicken pox. I’m sick to my stomach, nausea.
Every morning this week.”

“Oh,” he said. The realization was just
kicking in.

“Have you taken a test?”

A pause—one too long to be merely comfortable
silence. Then, “Four, as a matter of fact.”

Michael swallowed hard. He sat up in his
chair, the leather squeaking as he did so. “Well…then…”

“Is that all you can say?”

“What do you want me to say—fucking
congratulations?”

“You bastard.”

“Now that’s kind.”

“Why do you think I haven’t told you before
now? I knew you’d act like this. Just like this.”

“Now Carrie, there’s no need to get
upset.”

“Yeah, Michael. I think there’s plenty
need.”

“Well, do you think I’m the father?”

Michael heard her take a sharp breath at the
question. He didn’t want to ask, but hell, Carrie Vaughn wasn’t a
woman who walked the straight and narrow.

“You son of a bitch! Of course it’s yours!
Who else’s would it be?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, darling, but
it could be anybody’s. You know that, I know that. Everyone in town
knows that you keeping your knees together is like Albert Einstein
having a good hair day; it just isn’t happening.”

“You motherfucker—”

“Look, I really don’t need this right now. I
just got in after a long night spent alone because you didn’t have
the common courtesy to call and tell me you weren’t coming, after I
shelled out good money for a room in your favorite hotel. Now not
only do you tell me you’re pregnant and I’m actually supposed to
believe that I’m the father, you also speak to me as if I’m a piece
of trash. I’m not having this, Carrie.”

“Michael—I, uh…”

“Stop it, Carrie, just stop it.” Michael was
starting to feel his anger now, like a black mass of stinging
wasps. “You and I both know you drop your drawers to every Tom,
Dick and Harry that shows you a good time.”

“Michael.” This time her voice was deflated,
weakened.

“I tell you what. You find yourself a doctor
that will fix this little problem of yours, and you go see him.
Hell, I’ll even pay the tab. But you listen to me, and you hear me
good, I don’t want anything else to do with you ever again. Have I
made myself clear?”

“Michael, honey, sweetheart, don’t do this.
Please, God, don’t do this to me. I need you. I really, really do.
Now more than ever. I didn’t call you to upset you. I-I thought
maybe we, me and you, we could have this baby. I knew you wouldn’t
leave her.” Apparently, the word Stephanie is just too much for
her, Michael thought. “But we could have done something. We could
have had something.”

And then came the sobbing. Didn’t it always?
There came the smug talk, the shouting, then, as always, came the
sobbing. It was at this stage when most men who had held out
through the first two stages, begin to crack.

Michael did feel a bit sorry for her. He
couldn’t help it. He wasn’t an animal. Was he? Just a few words
like, “Everything will be fine, Carrie,” “Everything will work
itself out,” “I’ll be here for you through this,” or even a weak,
“It’ll be okay. It will,” would have saved her a lot of sorrow
right now. It wouldn’t even have to be the truth. They could be
nothing more than hollow words with more sparkle and shine than
meaning. But, no. He couldn’t even bring himself to do that.

Instead, he simply listened as she cried,
moaned, and groaned. When, within minutes, he grew tired, he simply
said, “Enough, Carrie. Enough.” While his words were cruel, hers
were not, but he couldn’t find the will to offer the tiniest bit of
comfort or even concern.

“I’m sorry, Michael. I really am.”

“I’m sure you are, Carrie.”

“I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“I know.”

“I-I…”

“Find that doctor and send me the bill.” He
placed the phone back on the cradle and before it could ring again,
he silenced the ringer.

He was just about to lean back in his
chair.

Someone rapped at his office door.

The sound startled him, but nothing like the
dread that rolled over him like a heavy blanket when he looked to
see who had entered.

Michael’s mouth dropped open and suddenly
everything in his life…changed.





Thirteen

 


After making sure that Carrie made it safely
home after their night together, Jerry had a few things he wanted
to take care of today.

Carrie Vaughn lived in a nice set of
brownstones on the east side of town. Obviously, the home was out
of her price range. Jerry found it very hard to believe that she
was anything more than a barely competent real estate agent, and
had no trouble imagining who footed the mortgage note every month.
Hell, he’d probably do the same if he were in the position to do
so. She had a body that rocked and knew exactly what to do with
it…or thought she had. Jerry, fortunately, had seen the need to
teach her a few more things. Things she would never forget.

A perky geriatric lady in a flashy pantsuit
was out walking the dog as Jerry came to a stop at Carrie’s
brownstone. Undoubtedly, Mother Time was one the local gossips
mongers, if the not chief scandal starter herself. Jerry figured
that she lived in one of the adjoining townhouses, and had noticed
that Carrie had not come home last night. As she recognized Carrie
in her vehicle, her eagle-eye gaze quickly shifted from her to
Jerry, pulled up at the curb.

He lifted a hand off the steering wheel and
gave her the finger. Might as well give her something to remember
him by, right? He took moderate delight in watching her mouth form
a large O.

Carrie keyed the front door, glanced back at
Jerry, giving him something like a half smile, half grimace, as if
she were contemplating quantum physics but suddenly had a bad gas
attack, then she disappeared inside. When the door shut, Jerry
eased the car back into the street and drove off.

Jerry didn’t play the radio. He found, as of
late, he didn’t care much for music. It was a distraction. The same
thing went for talk radio. He was single-minded and determined at
his task, and would let nothing sway him, even slightly, from the
path he had chosen.

It took Jerry about ten minutes to get from
Carrie’s residence to his destination. He pulled the rental into
the parking lot of a package store, with the nose headed away from
the establishment. From this vantage point he could take in the
front block of the Rolling Green Motor Court.

It took him all of ten seconds to realize
that the only thing changed in this little American shantytown, was
that things had gotten worse. It had never been the picture of
perfection, far from it, but now the rusted tin trailers looked as
if nothing more than a strong breeze would topple them into a pile
of rubbish. Old broken-down cars sat on concrete blocks, weeds
choked through faux stone and brick underpinnings, clothes hung
from clotheslines, and people sat on their front porches or in
their front yards, smoking and drinking from paper bags.

Jerry had spent a little time far back in the
rear of the trailer park, but he wasn’t ready to revisit that spot,
at least not yet. When the time came, perhaps, but until then, he’d
seen all he needed to. With only the vibrations from the rutted
street working through the steering column and other motorists to
dissuade him, he headed back to the heart of the town he had long
ago grown to hate, to visit the man he hated even more.

 


***

Carrie was quaking inside. Her entire body
felt like it had just done a freefall from a thousand feet and the
ground was coming closer by the second. As she pushed the door
shut, she fell against it, relieved to be home and relieved to be
shut off from the world, if only for just a moment.

The house was dark, quiet. She would have
given anything at that very moment to have had a cat, or perhaps a
puppy, to greet her and let her know that that she was wanted by
someone, or at least something. But no, she never had the time for
pets before and certainly she wouldn’t now. She relaxed her grip
and her Louis Vuitton Aurelia purse fell to the floor, the contents
sloshing and crashing inside.

Carrie didn’t care. She wanted a long, hot
bath, with bubbles, a glass of wine—the good stuff, not that slop
she kept for guests. She had an arduous undertaking ahead of her
and though she’d held off on the wine for the last two weeks, ever
since she’d had the first twinges of morning sickness, she needed
the liquor to steel her nerves and hold her up.

As the bath filled upstairs, Carrie, in the
kitchen, found the corkscrew in a drawer, under a packet of
pictures. Before she could stop herself, she found her hand, almost
automatically reaching for the packet and withdrawing the photos.
They were of her and Michael. A weekend in Vail. She taught him how
to ski and how to build a snowman. She had found it a little
amusing at the time, that he had never built one. But, to be fair,
Mississippi didn’t have the best climate in which to learn such
things.

They’d made love over and over again, in
front of the fireplace, snowflakes falling, dying their tiny unique
deaths outside the cabin. The wind outdoors was chilling, deadly
even when the sun shone, but inside, oh inside, she felt she’d
never been so hot.

She put the photos away. That wasn’t what she
needed right now and she knew it. She uncorked the bottle of
Zinfandel and poured a tall glass. Instead of replacing the bottle,
she carried it in one hand, the glass in the other, out of the
kitchen, up the stairs, and into the bath.

Steam filled the room. Her tub was expansive
and as she settled in, the warm water and the soothing bubbles
began to work at her tense muscles, slowly melting the knots and
tightness away.

She sat there, half-reclined for almost an
hour. When she stepped out, Carrie had finished the entire bottle.
She did not feel lightheaded, instead her heart was heavy. She
toweled off, taking care to rub her belly gently, hoping to, but
not quite, feel the life growing inside her.

After she dressed, Carrie went out into her
bedroom and picked up the phone. Her finger started to dial the
familiar number, time and time again. Michael always kept his cell
with him. If he could bathe with it, he would. Incredibly, he
talked very little on it. He texted like a teenager, and was always
checking stock quotes and news stories. It was slightly irritating,
but mostly just amusing. It was amusing because he tried so hard to
be so businesslike. Sure, he was a very successful businessman, but
when you reached the top of the pile in Benedict, there was just so
much to keep you occupied.

She tossed the phone back onto the bed and
moved to the nightstand. She kept a small .380 hand gun there. With
it in her hand, after ensuring it was loaded, she pulled the slide
back and placed the muzzle at her temple.

A single tear brimmed and slid down her
cheek, tickling the skin as it moved.

No, she had to get this right. No
mistakes.

She pulled the gun away from her temple,
parted her lips and opened her mouth. She inserted the barrel over
her front teeth, the metal scraping as it went. It was cold, ice
cold, and tasted tangy, the oil pruning her mouth. Carrie was no
gun nut, but she’d heard once that it took a mere three pounds to
pull the trigger, to throw out a bullet that would end a life. Not
much strength, easily that of a small child. So little effort, for
so much damage.

It was better this way. It really was.
Derek—no Jerry, he’d finally admitted his real name, had shown her
what her life was worth. Within the four walls of that cheap motel
she had come to understand the value of her humanity.

Carrie had always thought herself a strong
person, a stand-up woman. Now, she knew different.

The day she’d taken the test, or more
appropriately all four of them, and had gotten a positive result
time after time, the world seemed so very full of promise, bursting
with the opportunities of the future.

Maybe Michael would surprise her. She’d been
keeping it from him on purpose. He was a nice guy, he really was.
He was kind and generous, if in his own way. She had witnessed the
most remarkable moments with him, and some of the worst
imaginable…well, at least until last night had taken everything she
ever thought was bad in the world and make it look like a cheery
circus.

But, maybe, just maybe… The possibility was
like water to a man in Hell. They didn’t have to get married,
didn’t even have to live together, but Michael could still be a
good father. It happened all the time. She could tell him about the
Jerry guy and let Michael take care of him. Yes, that’s what she
would do. She’d warn him about what Jerry had in store, and when
Michael made the man go quietly away, her own fear would vanish as
well.

She pulled the gun from her mouth, repulsed
by the cold hard steel, clicked on the safety and sat it on the
bedside table. She reached for the phone, but a second before the
tips of her fingers grazed its plastic shell, it rang.

It was the most awful sound in the world.

Besides the sounds of her own screams.

“Hello.”

“Hi, darling. A little change of plans.” It
was Jerry. The mere sound of his voice repulsed her. Yet, she
didn’t dare hang up. No, if there was one thing she would not
chance, it was this man’s anger, not again. Instead, she did just
what she was supposed to do, and stood there, ready to obey.

 


***

 


Jerry stood next to a women’s clothing store.
He was across the street and down about twenty yards from the
window of Michael Cole’s office. He held a prepaid cell to his ear.
These things were traceable to an extent, but you had to be pretty
good at it to make it with your while.

For now, Jerry used the phone without concern
of its being traced. He’d bought the phone with cash, several
states away. By the time, if that time ever came, that anyone
thought to check the number and by proxy, attempt to find the
origin of the calls, he planned to be a thousand miles away from
this ass crack of the world.

“Do you understand?” he asked. He waited for
Carrie to answer. When she told him that she understood, he knew
she did. “Good. I’ll be in touch.”

Jerusalem Garret broke the connection and put
the phone away.

“Excuse me, sir.” Jerry looked down. A young
boy, no older than ten, looked back up at him.

“Yeah?”

“I was wondering if you’d like to buy a crate
of oranges, or maybe apples.” The boy held a brochure out to Jerry.
Glossy photographs of fruit—citrus and other—filled the cover.

“No. Don’t you have something to do? Like
play in traffic?”


The boy gave him a funny look, but Jerry was
already turning away. “No reason to be a dick about it,” the boy
muttered, already looking for his next potential customer.

Jerry had a grip on the kid’s shirt collar
before he realized it. With one hand he lifted the boy off the
ground and brought the little shit face-to-face with him. The boy’s
arms started waving wildly and he screamed, “Hey, dude, let me
down, you freak!”

Jerry did not like children, not in the
least. He considered everyone, from birth to age eighteen, a child,
and had no patience, much less use, for them. Their cocky brazen
attitudes, like they ruled the whole world, sickened him. What did
they know of the world they lived in, the life that would
eventually kill them, but cripple them much, much sooner? He hated
to remember that he had been such a person, so smug, so naive, and
so unknowing. But, of course, he had been. It was a necessary
progression, the natural order of things. Just as you couldn’t know
pleasure without pain, you couldn’t know awareness without first
being unaware.

Although there hadn’t been many pedestrians
around before, they seemed to be coming out of the woodwork now.
Jerry gently placed the kid back on the ground, made a show of
dusting off the rumpled shirt, and bent low.

“Don’t fuck with me, kid. Don’t you ever.”
His words struck a chord with the little runt more visibly than his
actions had, and the kid took in a sharp breath and jolted off like
he’d been shocked by high voltage electricity.

Before anyone could approach him to ask him
why he would treat such a sweet kid in such a despicable way, Jerry
strode across the street at a swift clip, and disappeared into the
offices of Cole Property Management.

The time had come to pay an old friend a
visit.

 


 


Fourteen

 


“Jerry.” The word hung in the air,
suspended.

“Come on, pal. You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.”

Truer words had never been spoken.

Michael stood. Reflexively, he took on a
defensive posture. His entire world was crumbling down on him, and
he felt the enormous weight of every moment.

Jerusalem “Jerry” Garrett strutted into the
room. It was like the last fifteen years never happened. His hair
was a little thinner, but besides that small detail, he looked like
he could be walking out of class on a high school campus. Always
lean, he now looked a little less wiry, a little more solid. He was
dressed well, but not too well. He wore a chenille pullover and
corduroy pants. He had a healthy tan, but wasn’t too dark. He would
have been completely nondescript if not for the tight set of his
jaw, his penetrating blue eyes that looked as cold, as icy as the
artic wind, and his wide, powerful shoulders that could have
belonged to Hercules himself. No, now that Michael thought about
it, there was nothing nondescript about this man at all.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your
conversation. Sounds like there’s trouble in paradise. Nothing too
bad, I trust.”

Jerry had that smug look, the look that made
you think he knew more than he let on, much more.

“No, not too bad.” Michael cleared his
throat. It was suddenly too warm in his office.

“Aren’t you going to invite me to sit
down?”

“Yeah. Yes, of course. Have a seat.” But
before Jerry could place his bottom into a seat, “Jerry, what are
you doing here?”

Jerry looked up. If there had been any humor
in him, even mock humor, it had disappeared. “Is that any way to
talk to such a dear friend, Mike? I thought I’d get a warmer
reception than this.”

“I’m serious, Jerry. What are you doing
here?”

“In your office? Or in Benedict?”

“Both.”

“Well, I have some unfinished business.
Something I really need to take care of.”

Michael was still on his feet, behind his
desk. Slowly, he was recovering from the shock of seeing this man
after all these years. The sight of his former friend threw him for
a loop. And that was putting it mildly. All of a sudden his office,
his sanctuary from the world, was no longer safe, as witnessed by
this intrusion from his past. A past he didn’t want to
remember.

Willing himself to be the man he was now, not
the child he was way back then, Michael cleared his throat and
eased out from behind the desk where he felt a little cornered—odd
because he wasn’t in a corner—and strolled to the bar, as if he
didn’t have a care in the world. A long, highly polished obsidian
slab held countless bottles of fine liquor.

Pouring himself a finger of scotch, he asked,
“Would you care for a drink?”

“It’s a little early in the day, but what the
hell. Got any Jack?”

“Sure. Green label, all right?”

“It’ll do.”

Playing the good host, Michael tossed a few
cubes of ice into a glass and dashed in a little Jack Daniels.
“Straight?”

“Only way to have it.”

Michael poured a bit more. Jerry still sat,
looking as comfortable as if he were in his own den. Michael took
the drink to him.

“So…”

“You know, Michael. I just can’t get over
that you seem less than thrilled to see me.”

“No. It’s not that.” He took a pull from the
scotch. It burned, but it was a good burn. “Just surprised. That’s
all.”

Jerry drained the Jack in one gulp, placed
the tumbler on Michael’s desk without benefit of a coaster. “Looks
like you’ve done really well for yourself.”

“I manage,” he said, realizing it came out as
mock modesty.

“Oh, come on, pal. You do more than manage.
Cole Property Management is quite the gold mine. One hundred thirty
seven properties. Commercial, residential, leases, rentals. A man,
in this economy, that has a house for every season of the year is
doing more than just getting by, more than just managing.”

“I do all right.” There was something
defensive in Michael’s voice. That bothered him a little. Why
should his prosperity be an embarrassment?

“Yeah, pal, you do all right. Nice big home,
gated community, fancy sports car, beautiful daughter, supermodel
wife, and yes…congratulations on the deal last night. That’ll be
plenty of nuts for the winter, won’t it?”

“Seems like you know an awful lot about me,
old friend.”

“More than you know,” Jerry said.

Okay. That was quite enough of this. He
really didn’t need this. And certainly not after waking up a state
away, feeling like he’d been run over by a Mack truck, and after
his girlfriend told him she was having his baby. No, no, he didn’t
need this, this…forgotten man, sitting here speaking about his
life’s work as if it were an oozing open sore.

“Listen, Jerry, I don’t want to come off as
rude or anything, but I just stopped in to check on a few things. I
really need to be getting home. Perhaps we can get together for
lunch sometime next week.”

Michael’s old friend wasn’t about to be
shrugged off so easily. “Well, you see, Michael, as it stands, this
isn’t simply a social call.”

“Oh, really.” Michael was back in control of
himself. Yet, there was no denying that Jerry’s presence left him a
bit uneasy.

“And just what is this then.”

“Well, old buddy, old pal, your friend Jerry
has been having hard times as of late. Out of work, down on my
luck, you know the spiel.”

“Yeah,” Michael said. He closed his eyes for
the briefest of instants, trying to mentally calculate how much
this unexpected visit was going to cost him.

“It’s not my fault, you understand. Jobs are
hard to find with a record like mine. You do remember my record
don’t you…Mikey?”

Michael flinched at his abbreviated name. It
had been a very long time since he’d last been addressed that
casually. He didn’t care for it, either.

“How much?” Michael asked simply.

Though he was quite sure Jerry heard him
well, “What’d you say?”

“How much? How much will it take for you to
just get up and leave, and not to come back?”

Jerry sat up straighter in his chair, his
hands gripping the chair arms tightly. “It’s not going to be that
easy, Mikey. Not that easy at all.”

Finishing his own drink, Michael swaggered
back over to his desk. Now that the conversation had turned to
matters of money, he felt more in his element. He sat behind his
desk, pulled his large, faux leather checkbook from a drawer—the
business account. Blackmail was a nasty thing, he knew all about it
up close and personal, but a man like him used such shady tactics
from time to time. He was not averse to paying a pittance to make
this man walk away. Michael pulled his pen from his shirt, a Mont
Blanc ballpoint, an exquisite writing instrument.

“Name your price.” Michael sounded not unlike
a confident loan officer.

“I said it was not going to be that easy,
Mikey. And I meant it.” Jerry was standing now, close to the desk,
too close for comfort.

“Look, take the money and go. I need to go.
I’ve had enough of this get-together to last me a while.”

Jerry reached over and slapped him.

“You motherfucker,” Michael spat, coming
around the desk. Jerry grabbed him and slammed his face down onto
the desk. Jerry applied pressure to his wrist and it started to
hurt…a lot.

“Now, Mikey. I know you’re all grown up. But
if you can’t play with the big boys, then keep your seat.”

There was something hard pressing into
Michael’s back. Somehow, Michael didn’t really think that it was
Jerry’s manhood, aroused by his cologne.

“You’re pulling a gun on me, Jerry? In my own
fucking office, you’re pulling a gun on me!”

“Don’t sound so outraged. If it weren’t for
you, I wouldn’t even know how to use one. Or did all your big time
money make you forget that, too?”

“I haven’t forgotten anything. Not one single
thing, you crazy bastard. Now, let me up.”

And then he was free. He spun around. Jerry
held a very large pistol on him. He must’ve secreted it in tucked
in the waistband of his pants.

“You going to shoot me, Jerry? Right
here?”

“You sound as if you couldn’t fathom such a
thing. Does your wealth insulate you to such a degree that you
actually don’t believe violence can be inflicted on you? Do you
think you are so high and mighty that no one would dare pull the
trigger on you? Well, if you do, you’ve got it real messed up.

“And let me tell you something else,” Jerry
said, the gun never wavering. “No one knows I’m here. No one. I
could empty the clip in your cranium, walk out and be gone. Do you
really think anyone would ever catch me? You’re not the fucking
president, you’re certainly not Donald Trump, and you’re not even a
movie star. You’re playing big shot, but you’re nothing more than a
bloated goldfish in a very tiny bowl, you pathetic piece of
shit.”

“Just cool it,” Michael said, slowly stepping
away. “Just cool it.”

“I want it all.”

“Huh?”

“Everything. I want it all. You wouldn’t have
any of it without me. I want every penny. Twenty million.”

A nervous laugh escaped Michael; he couldn’t
hold it in. “Twenty million? I don’t have that kind of money.”

“Oh, you do. Not liquid, I know that. You
have about ten in cash, another five coming from last night’s
transaction. Your homes, plural, your car, your stocks, bonds, and
hell, even your wife’s wedding ring…that should just about do
it.”

“You’re crazy.”

“I may be. But I know this: without me you
wouldn’t have two nickels to rub together. And don’t you deny
it!”

“That will ruin me.” Michael had to prop
himself up on the corner of his desk. His recently found courage
leaked away like air through a pinhole. “I can’t, Jerry. I
can’t.”

“Oh yes, you can.” He pulled his cell phone
from his pocket and dialed numbers on the keypad without taking his
eyes of Michael. “And you will.

“Send it.” After those words, he placed the
phone back in his pocket and began moving backwards, slowly and
cautiously to the door. As Jerry reached the door, Michael’s email
client chimed, informing him of new mail.

“Better check that, pal. I’ll be in
touch.”

And then he was out the door. Michael briefly
considered pursuit. He had no weapon in the office and he had no
inclination to wrestle Jerry’s away from him. It’d be nice to do
it, point the bastard’s own gun in his face. But he knew he
couldn’t confront Jerry like that. He had never been able to.

He jumped back behind his computer and
clicked on his email. Michael started nibbling on his lips as he
read:

 


From: tristafrmmemphis@gmail.com

To: mcproperty@hotmail.com

 


Hi Sweetie,

Missing you already. Thought u might like 2
check out this link 2 remember our time together.

https://mirrorblank.net/18896541/mp4

P.S. It made me so excited, I just had to
share. Hope Steph likes it 2.

 


It took Michael two tries to actually
double-click the link. When it did, his QuickTime player opened and
he was faced with the hotel room he’d taken last night at the
Peabody. The picture quality was remarkably good and despite the
low lighting, he could make himself out very well. Trista, as well,
was clear as a bell.

If the MPAA had viewed this little clip, just
a snippet of last nights events—he couldn’t remember much more of
last night than before, but it was clear that things weren’t close
to being over with—it would have easily earned a XXX rating.

He’d seen enough.

Michael closed the clip and tried to access
his wife’s email account. He wasn’t sure how many she actually had,
he just knew of the one. Unfortunately, he had no idea what the
password was. He tried a few combinations: birthdays, social
security numbers, wedding dates, anniversaries, anything and
everything he could think of. He even tried to recover a lost
password, but couldn’t answer the security questionnaire. It seemed
that Stephanie was a little more adept at online security than her
husband credited her.

He didn’t bother powering down the PC. He was
on his feet and running out the office, down the hall, and jumped
into the Porsche. There was no way of knowing whether Stephanie had
checked her mail recently or not. But if she hadn’t, he had no
intention of letting her do so until he could do something about
that whore Trista and her obvious boyfriend, Jerry.

He grabbed his Blackberry and dialed his home
number. The line rang as the sports car’s engine roared, and
Michael shot down the street like a round from a high-powered
rifle.

 


 


Fifteen

 


Behind the wheel of his hundred thousand
dollar plus automobile, it took Michael less than six minutes to
get from his parking spot in front of his office to the front door
of his house.

Bursting through the front door, he startled
Mrs. Wylder so badly she dropped the urn of coffee and silver tray
she was carrying. Trying to arouse no more suspicion than
absolutely necessary—and failing miserably—he apologized and
stooped, trying to help clear the mess.

“It’s okay, Mr. Cole. I’ve got it. I
shouldn’t spook so easily.” Mrs. Wylder, Annie, was a graciously
pleasant woman with light gray hair pulled tightly back into a bun,
pronounced crows’ feet at the edge of her eyes and laugh lines that
showed she’d had a happy life. At sixty-four, she wasn’t too old to
be working, but old enough not to have to. Christal and Stephanie
loved her, and if Michael ever pondered the question, he’d have to
admit he did as well.

“Nonsense. I was just in too big a hurry.”
Michael stood. “Is Stephanie around?”

“Yes, she’s in her office, I believe.”

“Thanks,” he said as he shot away from the
housekeeper. Her office was definitely not where he’d hoped she’d
be.

It was an unspoken thing between him and his
wife; when doors to offices were shut, the simple act of knocking
should be observed. This was so even before secrets began to fill
the gap, then widen the gulf between them. This was not a time for
such niceties, however, and Michael slammed into the room with
barely a turn of the knob announcing his presence.

Stephanie was seated behind her desk, her
pink Mac monitor obscuring her below her slim shoulders. “Michael.”
She sounded startled. “What’s wrong?”

Michael willed himself calm, an exercise in
futility, but the effort itself admirable.

“Is everything okay?” Stephanie asked
again.

“Y-yeah. I just wanted you to know I was
home.”

“All right.”

Michael found his teeth nibbling at his
bottom lip. “Can I talk to you for a moment?” He, of course, had no
idea what he was about to say, only that he had to, needed to, get
her away from her computer.

“Michael,” she began, “you’re perspiring. Are
you sure there’s nothing wrong?”

She was standing from her chair, but not
quite fast enough to suit him. He moved toward her too quickly, and
she stepped back. But that would not deter him. He reached out for
her, took her wrist into his hand, and pulled her lightly, but not
loosely, towards him.

“I missed you.”

Her eyes were wide as she took in her husband
and his off-kilter actions. “I-I missed you, too…I suppose.”

“What’d you have planned tonight?”

“Tonight? Nothing. Nothing I’m aware of.
Why?” The fact that it was a Saturday night and they were a
financially sound couple who were welcome anywhere their hearts or
minds would take them, was not such an obvious thing. Rarely did
they spend time together outside of the home, unless it was either
to further Michael’s business endeavors or Stephanie’s social ones.
As far as Michael knew, no such affair was on the calendar.

“I thought you, me and Christal could maybe
drive up to the Wooden Pier for dinner, maybe catch a movie?”

His words were like the slap of an invisible
poltergeist to Stephanie. Not harsh in any physical way, but
toppling in their unexpectedness.

“I…suppose.” She pulled her arm from his
grasp without much of a struggle from him. “But why?”

There were a million ways to answer that
question, of course, but Michael had neither the honesty nor the
inclination to dream one up. Instead, he pulled his wife to him and
pressed his lips to hers. There are certain things in married life
that one just should not forget, paramount being the taste of your
lover’s lips. So much time had passed between them without a simple
kiss that for the briefest of moments Michael knew that he still
loved this woman. Loved her very much indeed. Apparently the proof
was in the pudding, as they say.

Stephanie, taking charge, pulled Michael
closer to her. Her tongue searched for his and found it. Passion
blossomed and bloomed, morphing from an ugly dead twig into a
breathtaking flower.

After the moment had passed, Stephanie asked,
“You feeling like yourself?”

“Yes. Yes I am.”

Stephanie was fully dressed in cotton slacks
and a loose, but attractive blouse. Her hair was finely done,
strewn across her shoulders. There was a slight haze to her eyes,
but that could be anything other than prescription euphoria and for
the time being, Michael let it slide.

“Well, let’s not stand here all day. Let’s
get ready.”

“Ready? It only past noon.”

Michael almost growled that he knew full well
what time it was. But this wasn’t the place and certainly not the
time for that kind of stuff. Instead, “Why don’t we make a day of
it? It’s beautiful outside. All three of us can drive up to the
lake, walk around, work up a good appetite, even get in a little
shopping.”

Stephanie was a good-hearted woman, Michael
knew, but she was no one’s fool. By the downcast look of her eyes
and the straightening of her shoulders, he could tell he’d played
the ham a little too strongly. He had, at times, produced
performances worthy of Academy Awards accolades, but not this time.
This time the performance was just plain shoddy. Perhaps the reason
was that so very much had been riding on it being played out
perfectly. Perhaps he had been so unnerved by the video. Perhaps he
just didn’t have the audacity to keep delivering such lies to the
woman he shared a home, if not a bed, with. In the end, the cause
mattered little. It was the result that ultimately rendered him
looking into the suspicious eyes of his wife and, by proxy, into
her doubting mind.

Stephanie walked away, taking small steps,
nonetheless the distance was large.

“I should have asked you to go with me last
night.”

This did not stop her.

“I should have had you there during the
interview.”

Stephanie was aware of the Entrepreneur piece
but had hardly commented on it.

“You should have done a lot of things
different, Michael.” Even as she spoke she was still moving away.
Toward the desk, the computer. The email.

Michael saw this little game ending with him
coming up just a wee bit short.

“I’m retiring,” he said. Two words that
carried the weight of the world.

Stephanie twirled on her heel as if he’d just
said he was Jesus Christ reincarnate. “What did you just say?”

“I said I’m retiring. Finally, I figure
enough is enough.”

Whatever lie Stephanie had been expecting
from him, it was evident this wasn’t it. His work life had caused
such strife between them, hell, between all three of them, that
even if this was just another fabrication she was biting, as
witnessed by her taking baby steps back toward him.

“Really?” She spoke like a child afraid of
gunfire erupting close by.

“Yeah. It won’t be tomorrow or next week,” he
started. The cloud was passing over her again. He acted quickly
because all he could think of was the email awaiting her.
Obviously, she had not read it yet. If she had, this wouldn’t
simply be going bad. It would be devastating. There was little
doubt in his wife’s mind or anyone else’s, truth be told, that
Michael was not the most faithful of men. However, he had very deep
pockets and the local judges, while paid a healthy salary, didn’t
make exactly what they thought of as proper. So Stephanie, as well
as Michael himself, knew that without hard evidence of his being an
abusive or adulterous husband, she wouldn’t get a nickel in a
divorce settlement. But, with a video… While digital images can be
doctored, created, and fudged, they went a long way in convincing
someone already teetering on the fence.

“But it will be soon,” he said.

“You’re lying.” There it was. A full out
accusation.

“No, I’m not.”

Stephanie met his gaze, and neither of them
faltered for what must’ve been nothing more than a heartbeat, but
felt like a thousand years.

Then, she grinned, just a little. “Well, I
guess I’d better be getting ready.” Stephanie winked at him,
actually winked. “Now don’t go changing your mind about this.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You start getting ready
and I’ll go tell Christal.”

Michael touched her softly on the shoulder,
but didn’t push her, not even lightly. But when she moved, he made
sure to reaffirm her forward momentum.

Outside the office he thought about kissing
her cheek, but then decided that would almost certainly be the
straw that broke the camel’s back. He watched her mount the stairs,
heading to her room.

When she was out of sight he darted back into
the room. Taking soft steps—which didn’t really matter, he couldn’t
be heard beyond the office walls even if he stomped—he made it to
the computer feeling like his life was flashing before his very
eyes. The desktop was still up, as was the web browser. Michael
deftly navigated his way to Stephanie’s email and couldn’t believe
his luck; the computer automatically placed the correct username
and password into the appropriate fields.

Having broken into a secret part of his
wife’s life, Michael realized as he looked at the screen before
him, that he should at least feel a small twinge of guilt. He did
not. He cared no more about breaking such sacred privacy than he
did lying down on a bed with another woman.

It was his right.

There were countless messages displayed;
various different senders and countless subject lines. Not one from
Trista. While there, he checked the junk mail folder and saw
nothing that caught his eye. To be safe, Michael double- and then
triple-checked everything. Finally satisfied, he closed out the
email and turned towards the door.

The figure standing there, accusing, took
Michael’s breath.

“What you doing?”

Michael had started but, thankfully, did not
yelp in surprise. He felt like a child caught with his hand in the
cookie jar. Heat glowed red in his cheeks and he feared for the
tiniest moment that his bladder might actually void, like some
ninety-eight year old geezer who had to take pills the colors of
the rainbow just to sit up in bed and gum his pudding breakfast,
lunch and dinner.

“Nothing, sweetheart, nothing.”

“It looked like you were messing with Mom’s
computer.” Was there an edge to this precious little girl’s
voice?

“Messing with her… No. No. Nothing like that.
I thought I smelled smoke, thought something electrical might be
getting too warm in here.” Why he didn’t tell the child to run
along and mind her own business was hard to say. Perhaps it was
part of the spell she had on him, a powerful spell.

“Oh, okay.”

“Guess what, Christal?”

“Huh,” she said, striding into the office to
be closer to her daddy. Michael scooped her up in both hands and
bounced her up in the direction of the ceiling. “I missed you,
sweet baby.” He gave her a big raspberry on her belly, through her
shirt. She giggled. “Oh, Daddy,” she said. “I missed you, too.”

“I have a surprise.”

“What, Daddy, what?”

By now they were out of the office. He tossed
her to one arm and used the free hand to pull the door shut. “Me.
You. Your mother. We’re all going out.”

“Where we going? Chuck E. Cheese’s?”

Despite himself, Michael had to smile at
that. “No. Not any cardboard pizza and brass tokens tonight. We’re
going for a ride. Maybe to the lake. Go shopping—”

“—at the music store?” she
interrupted. Christal loved Marshall’s Musical Notes, the musical
instrument and equipment store downtown, as much as other children
loved Toys R’ Us.

“Maybe. If you’re good on the drive.”

“I will be. I will be. Then where?”

“Well, maybe a big old catfish from the
Wooden Pier?”

“Yeah!” Christal had never had trouble
expressing her excitement.

Just then the cell in Michael’s pocket began
to play “Welcome to the Jungle.” He pulled it from his pocket, not
thinking to check the Caller ID.

“Yeah?”

“Gave you quite a scare, didn’t I?”

Slowly, but not smoothly, Michael let
Christal slide from his arm. She looked up and said something, but
Michael was already walking off.

“You bastard,” Michael spat. His voice was
low, but filled with hate.

“Now, now, old friend. I would have really
been a bastard if I’d let wifey in on our little secret, wouldn’t
I?”

A heartbeat and Michael was out the door into
the yard. He scanned around. There was no way that Jerry could have
timed his call so perfectly, unless he had a direct line of sight
to, or into, the house. The only other possibility was that the
house was bugged, which was possible but not likely. No. It was
much more probable that Jerry was staked out somewhere, whether
within eyesight or a bit beyond. There was nothing this side of the
house but a large stone fence running east to west, separating his
property from that of Darrin Reddick’s. Michael continued speaking
as he went.

“No, you’re a bastard for even taping
that.”

“What? Little Mikey don’t like to see himself
on camera? Don’t feel bad, the sight of your hairy ass almost made
me lose my breakfast. Trista, on the other hand, well, a man could
look at that any time of the day, couldn’t he, Mikey?”

“I’m assuming you know her well then?”

Jerusalem Garrett laughed. It was not a
little laugh. “Well? Let’s just say that I know every dimple in her
bottom. Such a shame really…”

“A shame. What are you talking about?”

“Don’t worry too much about that, pal. You’ll
find out soon enough. What should really concern you is that video.
Just because it wasn’t sent today, doesn’t mean it won’t be. And
who’s to say that Stephanie would be the only one I’d send it to?
How about that hot little number you were on the phone with
earlier? Carrie’s her name, right?”

“How did you—”

“How did I know? Tsk, tsk, Mikey. I’m like a
Boy Scout, always prepared.”

“Listen. Enough is enough.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of saying that? I
sure get tired of hearing it.”

“I’ll pay. A hundred grand. Cash. Just take
it and go.”

“Mikey. Don’t be crude. A hundred thousand is
nothing. I told you already. I want it all.”

A pause—one so pregnant it could have been
carrying twins. Michael took the moment to survey the front of his
house. Down the drive. Across the street. Nothing. From where he
stood, just center of the house, out in the circular drive near the
clichéd fountain, he was only afforded a small vignette of the
street beyond his own gates. There was no car parked there.
Immediately across was the Washington’s property, an avant garde
structure that had barely passed the approval process, but Michael
had seen fit in the crucial moment to allow its constriction. No
lunatic waited beneath its heavy beams, or to either side.

“Jerry, be reasonable.” He was stalling now,
as he made his way to the north face of his home.

“Mikey, old buddy, old pal. I think I’m being
more, much more, than reasonable. I’m allowing you to purchase your
freedom. An opportunity I was never extended.”

“Freedom?” Michael couldn’t stop a small
chuckle as he wound around the far corner and started trotting to
the rear. “Freedom…broke…dead on my ass?”

“Mikey, you sound a teeny bit out of breath.
You wouldn’t be running circles around your house, would you?
Looking for me?”

Michael stopped cold in his tracks.

“It’s funny, isn’t it? Almost as if I was
looking at you right now?”

“There’s nothing funny about any of
this.”

“Oh. I agree, Mikey. Fun, perhaps, for me.
But certainly not funny. You do have to agree though, it’s like I
know your every move.”

“Where are you?”

“Tsk, tsk, Mikey. A magician never reveals
his secrets.” That was the second time Michael had heard the tsk,
tsk issue from Jerry and he found it more than a little
obnoxious.

Now at the rear of the house, just at the
pool deck, Michael caught his breath, strained his eyes, but
conceded that if Jerry was in fact watching him, he wasn’t going to
find him. The absolute back the lawn merged into woodland. No tall,
secure cut stone fence separated the yard from the trees. An
oversight, maybe. It was possible to simply walk right up to the
back door of the house from that direction. Jerry could be back
there amid the pines, oaks, and maples, either standing, sitting or
up in a tree. He could even be using a tree-stand like hunters
often employ.

With renewed air in his lungs, Michael spoke,
“Five hundred thousand. That’s the best I can do.”

“That’s not nearly good enough, Mikey. Not
nearly enough. I want millions and you offer me thousands. Surely
that’s not the expert negotiation that has grown your stock
portfolio to the size of War and Peace. I’m a guy with what I like
to think of as a good sense of humor, but I have to admit you’re
trying it.”

“You’re giving me no choice, Jerry. You come
back after fifteen years, blackmail me with a whore and say you
want everything I have. What kind of negotiations am I supposed to
make?”

“Sounding a bit whiny, aren’t you? Like a
snotty nosed little blubberball. Kinda like when I met you.”

“Fuck you, Jerry. Fuck you!”

Michael killed the connection and started
back into the house. He looked down at the screen for the number
Jerry dialed from. PRIVATE NUMBER was what the screen read.

“Great.”

Michael entered the house through the French
doors by the kitchen, slipping by Mrs. Wylder in the dining room
like a phantom. In the utility room he located the network box that
provided the house’s wire and wireless Internet connection. With
his right hand he yanked the power cord free from the plastic black
housing that held the countless wires and circuit boards.

There would be no incoming mail to this house
today.

But he wasn’t quite done yet.

Stealthily, Michael made his way into the
master bedroom. The shower was running in the bath and the door was
shut. He found Stephanie’s cell on a nightstand table. Collecting
it, he was on his way out the door before he pressed the power
button powering it down. Upstairs, past Christal’s bedroom—where
she was hard at work brushing her hair and prettying herself
up—there was a linen closet that hadn’t been used since it’d been
built and was filled with extra bed linens. Michael opened the
closet, squatted, and pushed the phone far back into a pile of
sheets. Content that he had now cut his family off from the World
Wide Web and videos of him in all his promiscuous glory, he headed
back downstairs and prepared himself for a night out with the
family.

It was a temporary fix, but it would buy
time. And that was all Michael Cole could ask for.

 


 


Sixteen

 


Then

 


“Goddammit, boy! You’re going to eat me out
of house and home! Why the hell you gotta eat so much?”

Michael Cole looked up from his plate, not
daring to meet his father’s eyes, but at least daring to look in
his general direction. With a paper towel he wiped ketchup from the
corner of his mouth. The supper had been good, really good. Fish
sticks and French fries, both his favorites.

Mike hadn’t expected the attack; his father
could blow at any minute and for any reason. And Mike could do
nothing. His father never really appreciated witty
comebacks—although he was king when it came to hurling them out—so
Mike pretended he had nothing to say. Sitting dumbly in his chair
at the small table inside their mobile home, Michael just waited
for the storm to pass. The momentary silence was only the eye of
the storm. His father would yell again if he remained silent, but
would whoop him good if it even looked like he was trying to stand
up for himself.

“Didn’t know pigs were deaf. Did you,
Nita?”

Anita Cole sat still in her seat. Her eyes
looked from her pitiful son to her husband. It was a simple
question of survival. Michael knew she wanted to stick up for him,
but she had to be concerned for her own safety, too. You see,
Michael wasn’t the only family member that Martin raised a fist
to.

Apparently Anita’s silence was acceptable
while Mike’s was not.

“You eat twice as much as a grown man. And
you got titties bigger than your mamma’s. Hell, kid, ‘fore long
we’re gonna have to start dressing you in fucking tents instead of
clothes, you fat shit.”

Michael Cole thought he already had skin as
thick as an alligator, or even a used car salesman, but words still
hurt. They cut, and they poked, and they stabbed.

He willed himself not to cry.

“Nita, grab me another beer.”

Obediently, Mike’s mother rose from her seat
and padded over to the fridge, the cloud of smoke from her Camel
cigarette traveling with her. Both Martin and Anita smoked, Michael
figured it was a good thing he didn’t have asthma or anything.

“Why don’t you go outside or something? Go
play in the street. Burn off some of them calories.”

“It’s cold outdoors, Dad.”

“Cold?”

“Y-yes, sir.”

“What difference does that make?” To Anita,
“Cold, he says. Sheesh. Big baby.” He took his beer from her. Pabst
Blue Ribbon. He popped the top and took a good swig before
continuing. “You got so much blubber on you, boy, a little cold
won’t hurt you none.”

Martin was tall, a little over six feet. To a
man like him a string bean would be overweight. He looked like skin
stretched tightly over a skeleton. Anita, on the other hand, while
certainly not fat, had that home grown corn-fed look about her.
Martin had long greasy hair, Anita, short curly locks close to her
face. Martin preferred work pants and flannel, Anita, sun dresses
in the summer and jeans in the winter.

“Martin,” Anita finally said, having
enough.

“What, woman. Hell, look at the fucking kid.
The damn floor’ll fall in if he eats desert.”

Now, Michael finally had enough, too. Instead
of voice his rebellion, he simply stood and pushed his plate
away.

“Bet that took a lot of effort, porky.”

If looks could kill, Martin Cole would have
been a dead man. Still, Michael held his tongue. Some things just
weren’t worth it.

“Where you going?”

“To my room.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Just let him go, Martin,” Anita said.

“Like hell.”

Michael continued walking. From the small
kitchen into the small living room.

“Get back here, boy! I didn’t excuse
you.”

Michael placed one foot in front of the
other. His stomach bubbled as his father’s voice grew louder and
rougher.

“Didn’t you hear me, shit-for-brains?”

“Martin.”

Martin Cole turned on his wife. He jumped up
from the table and backhanded her. The slap rang out in the tiny
space. Anita spun, her hand instinctively rising to her face. She
sat down and said nothing else.

“I said, come back here.”

Though Michael had not seen the slap, he’d
heard it well enough. Too good, actually. He knew what was coming.
He’d been here before. Familiarity, however, did not breed
confidence. It was a big thing for him to ignore his father. He was
really quite proud of himself. That didn’t last long.

When the blow came to the back of his head,
Michael was stunned, to say the least. He hadn’t heard his father
come up behind him and he wasn’t expecting it. Well, truthfully he
was, just not all this soon. Although the elder Cole was as skinny
as a rail, he was larger and stronger than his son and his punch
packed quite a wallop, as they say.

Michael crashed to the ground and rolled over
on his head, landing on his back. The floor of the trailer shook so
hard the walls vibrated.

“You little fucker,” Martin said, towering
over him like a demon from a nightmare. “It’s high time you learned
you some manners. And I’m just the fella to teach ‘em to you.”

Martin reached out and snatched his son up by
the collar of his T-shirt. Not to help him to his feet, dust him
off and send him on his merry way. Oh no. But to pummel him again,
this time with leverage working with him. Martin only hit his son
twice: once in the gut and the other, in the forehead. Each jab was
like the rise and fall of a piston in a well-oiled engine. The
impact was like a heavy boulder falling from on high. Crushing.

Martin, having flushed the aggression out of
his system like flushing a toilet, was now free of such Neanderthal
cravings. He said nothing to his son. He just plopped down in his
worn, army green recliner and picked the newspaper up from the side
pocket.

Michael half-walked, half-limped his way out
of the room. Falling back on his bed, he couldn’t hold back the
flood of tears he’d kept dammed up for so long in front of his old
man. Even under the tremendous pressure of being teased and yelled
at, even when he’d heard his dad hit his mom and could do nothing
to help her, and even when his father had beat on him, he’d never
let that bastard see him cry. He realized it must be sick in some
psychological way, but he got some small pleasure from denying his
father the tears he so badly wanted to see. But here, in the
relative safety of his room, he let them flow freely.

When the tears dried and the explosion of
pain was no more than smoldering discomfort, he got to his feet and
left his bedroom. Walking lightly down the hall, in the opposite
direction of the kitchen and the living room where, from the sound,
his parents were, he eased open the back door and crept out.

Night had fallen, but it was still warm on
this late summer evening. Stars shone in the sky against a backdrop
of pure velvet. Somewhere, grass had been freshly cut and the smell
of it intoxicated Mike, gave him a bit more strength. He used that
strength to take long, purposeful strides away from his home. He
wanted to be out of view before anyone inside realized he was gone.
Paying for sneaking out was one thing, but having to do so before
he had time to clear his head—the whole purpose for leaving in the
first place—was not what he wanted.

It took him only few seconds to lose himself
in the maze of trailers. And what old trailers they were—ancient.
Not like the new, fancy ones down at the dealer’s lot. No, these
had seen better days when Lincoln was president.

At the perimeter of the mobile home court,
Michael located the loose board in the ramshackle fencing and
pushed his way through. He found himself in the back lot of a run
of stores: Barry’s Trading Post and Carver’s Meats.

No hanging bulbs spilled any light, but
Michael knew his way well enough to make it through without
crippling himself on the scattered debris. And the crap behind a
pawn shop and butcher shop was not something you’d want to run
into. Michael knew that firsthand. Walking dead-on into a rancid
pile of the butcher’s garbage would ruin anyone’s appetite, even
Mike’s, for a few days.

From the back lot, he passed over the
seldom-traveled Maple Street—this always made Mike chuckle since
there were no maples on either side of the street. This brought him
to the parking lot of the coin-op Laundromat. He pushed his way
inside, earning a few stares from the adults waiting on their
tumbling loads in the huge washers and driers.

Michael noticed Mr. Rhynes, a neighbor,
flipping through the pages of a comic book. Rhynes was an older
man, graying at the temples, but Michael suspected he was a few
cards short of a full deck. Not just because he read comics. In his
opinion there was nothing wrong with that. No, it was more his
habit of walking around the common area of the trailer park in
nothing but his big, once-white boxer shorts, whistling the theme
to The Lone Ranger. Kind of funny when you thought about it.

A few seats down from Mr. Rhynes was Becky
Wilhite, a mousy looking woman who could have been pretty if
something hadn’t happened during conception or birth that left her
looking more like a rodent than a real woman. She was friendly,
though, and smiled a little at Michael as he walked past.

Back past a couple rows of molded plastic
chairs the color of rancid orange juice was the local war hero,
Johnny Checkett. Johnny had enlisted with the Air Force before he
could be drafted by the Army and went off to fight in a little war
called Vietnam. Michael doubted he’d ever actually seen combat, but
he sure liked to make people think so. Now in his thirties with a
growing beer belly and eyes that never seemed to focus on anything,
he lived off a welfare check because he insisted he’d been wounded
in the war but that the bureaucrats wouldn’t admit to it and wanted
him to go on working for a living. Saying that Johnny was bitter
was an understatement. Since he didn’t have enough courage to
really show his dark side to adults, he was a fearsome dread for a
child to encounter alone. While never daring to put his hands on
any kid—at least not yet, or not that Michael had heard about—he
had many other tools in his toolbox for making you rue the day you
ran into him. Thankfully, he didn’t take notice as Michael strolled
by him, continuing his journey to the back of the building.

Michael found himself at the extreme rear of
the big room housing the industrial-sized equipment. There were
three doors. One, a unisex restroom. The second, an office, secured
with a mean looking padlock. The third was a storage room with a
simple knob lock. Pulling a key from his pocket, he slid it into
the keyhole and turned. Now unlocked, the door opened easily for
him and Michael stepped in.

He flipped the switch on the side wall and
the small room burst into light. Shelves holding spare parts and
used ones that no longer worked, a dozen or so cardboard boxes
stacked three high in four rows hugged the wall to his left. A
couple of plastic chairs the same putrid orange color as those out
front sat in pieces in center of the room.

Scooting a seat up to the cardboard boxes,
Michael started digging through the contents of the one marked JUNK
PAPER. What he pulled out was not, in fact, junk paper but a glossy
magazine filled with photographs of pretty girls in various states
of undress.

Rudy White had introduced young Michael to
the world of Playboy, Hustler, and Penthouse early last summer when
Michael took to walking the streets during both day and night to
keep himself out of the house when his parents were home—which
seemed like way too much. Seeing old Rudy outside the Suds n’ Duds
on his outings, he, despite his nearly handicapping shyness,
eventually began talking to the white-haired man. A good-hearted
fellow whose wife had passed a few years back—the Big C Rudy called
it—he was desperate for someone to talk to. He had to be to strike
up a friendship with twelve year old Mike.

But what really solidified the relationship
between the young boy and old man was Rudy’s stash of nudie books.
Not that Michael abused the friendship just to catch a glimpse of
what girls really had under their clothes. Really, it all came down
to trust. Rudy could get into a heck of a lot of trouble if anyone
found out he was letting a young whipper-snapper peer through his
back issues. Even though the country wasn’t in such an uproar about
nudie magazines at that time, there were still some groups out
there. Michael deeply appreciated the trust Rudy placed in him and
when he was presented with his very own key to the storage room he
took the responsibility seriously.

Now, this dark musty little concrete room was
his sanctuary, his retreat when life got too far out of control,
which it often did. Even if there were no magazines, Michael would
seek this place out when he needed to be safe, needed to hide
away.

Deciding on a particularly thumbed-through
issue of Hustler, Michael sat back and spread the thin book.

When, at last, he was finished with the book,
having not only worn his eyeballs out on the pictures but the joke
section as well, he replaced the book as inconspicuously as he’d
found it. Making sure he’d left the room just as it had been before
his visit—a bit of courtesy to Rudy who’d be in first thing in the
morning to go about his business maintaining the machines—he
stepped out.

The Laundromat was dark.

Odd.

Michael wasn’t sure exactly how long he’d
spent in the room, but he was sure it hadn’t been that long.
Besides, he could never remember the place being dark before.
Always, the huge plate glass windows at the front bathed the front
walkway with creamy golden buttered light from sundown to sun-up.
Twenty-four/seven clothes could be laundered inside the Suds n’
Duds. Everything from watermelon juice from a summer picnic to
eggnog spilled at Christmas party could be remedied within this
fine shop.

Tickles of fear, of the unknown, began to
work at the tender flesh of Michael’s neck. Silence greeted him as
he moved into the expansive blackness behind the building. There
was no swooshing of washers, no whirring of dryers. While the
lights were burning bright in the street on the other side of the
building, they were too weak to help him this far away.

“Hey, Mikey. What’ya been doing back there,
pulling your pudding or choking your chicken?” Jerry’s voice.

“Or was you fingering yourself?” That was
Bobby.

His dire situation was not lost on Mike. Here
were his two evil arch-enemies. Two very mean, very hateful boys
with too many muscles and not enough brains to control them. Alone
with them, in this place, at this time of night, Michael had no
hope of a parent, teacher, or even a perfect stranger
interrupting.

The two boys were mere shadows, but their
lack of substance made them no less menacing.

Suddenly one of the dark forms stepped
forward. “You’ve got a whole summer of ass whoopings to catch up
on,” Jerry taunted.

Both shapes lunged at him.
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Michael lunged to the left as the shadows
became reality. Just at the last moment, he escaped their vicious
grasps. Feet pounding on the floor, he was at and through the door
before he realized he was holding his breath.

The night took him as he darted away, knowing
without hearing, that the two larger boys were behind him. He
didn’t chance a look back, but there was no way Bobby or Jerry
would go to the effort of hunting him down and then let him slip
away so easily. Whatever mischief filled their minds this night,
they were determined to complete it.

At the corner of the street he dodged
left—left had worked seconds before, so he saw no reason to change
it. At the end of this block the lighting was better since he was
moving out of the Projects and into respectable society— as it was
often called. He was breathing hard now, his pace slowing, but he
could hear the footfalls of his pursuers closing in on him. With an
unexpected burst of speed, he jumped into an alleyway that was as
well lit as the trailer park in which he lived.

He was halfway through the alley when Bobby
stepped in and called out to him. Why he stopped, Michael had no
idea. Why he turned towards them was an even greater mystery.
Seeing Jerry step beside his partner-in-crime made Michael think he
had no chance of getting away.

Mike’s breath was coming raggedly. His legs
felt like jelly and he didn’t think he could run much longer.

“What’s the matter, lardo? Little out of
shape?” Bobby laughed.

“Looks scared, Bobby. Probably already peed
his pants.”

Both boys got a good chuckle out of that one.
Mike, however, didn’t seem to find the humor in the statement.

“I want to show you what I got up to the
county fair last month, Mikey.” That was Bobby.

“Cool, man. Did you bring it with you?” Jerry
asked.

“I sure did. Just on the off chance we’d find
this tub of lard. You just never know.” As he was talking, Bobby
pulled something out of his pocket. That something caught a bit of
stray light and reflected silver in the alleyway. Michael realized
all too soon what it was. A clank of metal and a blade was
revealed. A butterfly knife, just like the ones Michael had seen in
the kung fu movies on late night cable when his parents were either
out on the town or just plain passed out. “You like it, Mikey?”
Bobby jabbed it towards him. “I think it likes you.”

There was almost twenty feet between Michael
and his tormentors. Twenty feet to someone in another situation, a
safer situation, would probably seem a decent distance. To Mike,
who knew he didn’t have much fight left in him, it didn’t seem
quite far enough. For their part, Bobby and Jerry were moving
towards him, eating up any safety zone that he might have had.

When they attacked, it felt to Michael as if
they were moving in slow motion. He saw them coming as if he were
watching a movie screen. His brain screamed at his legs and feet to
take action. They flatly refused. Electrical currents travelled
from his brain to his nerves giving commands to each muscle
necessary for him to run, but his muscles refused their
instructions. Instead of fleeing into the open—his only hope now
was to be saved by some stranger passing by, because trying to get
away from these freaks, as tired as he was, was beyond
impossible—Michael stood planted as if his feet were encased in
concrete blocks as big as Dumpsters.

Bobby and Jerry closed in on him, more and
more. Foot by foot, inch by inch, the danger they brought with them
billowed towards him at an alarming rate.

Now, Martin and Anita were not the type of
parents that attended church services regularly or even
sporadically, for that matter. In hindsight, Michael could not
remember either his mother or father darkening the door of any
house of worship. Whether they had attended services before his
birth didn’t matter to Michael. Either way, they’d never introduced
their child to the beliefs of Christianity, Islam, or even Hindu.
Consequently, Michael had never felt the urge to visit a church or
learn about their teachings on his own. Nevertheless, his ignorance
of all things spiritual did not stop Michael from trying something
he’d seen on Sunday morning TV. There in the alley, in the middle
of the night and fearing for his life, Michael offered up a short,
but earnest prayer.

Even if God had been watching the phone,
there would have been no time for this silent request to be
answered.

Jerry grabbed Michael by the shoulder and
threw him into a wall. Hard. Tonight seemed to be the night for
having the wind knocked out of him. If this kept up, he thought he
might have to add a portable oxygen tank to next year’s Christmas
list. That is, if he lived that long.

Using the dreaded pro-wrestling arm bar hold,
Jerry held the squirming Michael to that wall. Bobby brought the
knife up. The light now hit the blade from a different angle and
Michael saw how long, how sharp, how threatening the piece of steel
actually was. Long, strong, and unforgiving, the blade of a knife
can inflict artistic torture.

Michael knew a lot about what a knife could
do because it was one of Martin’s tools of terror. Not a favorite,
his favorites were the tools you’d usually find lying around the
house, ones that wouldn’t arouse any suspicion for their many uses.
An example would be his beloved extension cord; it works great to
plug in a power tool, but what a jolt it gives as it speeds through
the air and lands on a bare leg, plug first. Second by a hair, was
his thin strip of leather that he had broken in on the backs of
both his wife and son. But when Martin was really feeling the
creative urge, when ordinary run-of-the-mill punishments just
didn’t tickle his fancy, he kept a small selection of knives to
sculpt his creations.

The cuts and their resulting lacerations were
never large, not even remotely. You could beat and bruise your
child, but you could not leave lasting marks. If you didn’t like
the idea of prison, that is. Usually, small nicks on the upper
arms, thighs, or the torso—places that would most always be
covered—were where the tip of the blade found itself digging. But
even small lacerations can run deep, damaging nerves, tendons, and
muscles. It wasn’t the size of the cut, but its depth that Martin
found so very interesting.

Michael didn’t like it then, and he didn’t
like it now. He fought with everything he had.

Unfortunately, he just didn’t have
enough.

“Hold him still, man.”

“I’m trying, Bobby. I’m trying. Stout fucker,
ain’t you,” Jerry spat.

“Come on. Put your back into it.”

“Okay. Okay.”

Michael felt Jerry’s arm dig deeper into his
throat. At first the technique was being used only to hold him
still, but now his windpipe was pushed in on itself and for the
third time tonight he found breath difficult to come by. Tingles
like the pricking of needles pecked at his cheeks and he felt the
world start a slow spin as his vision grew slightly blurry. Then
the worst thing happened: his eyes began to water.

“I ain’t cut you yet and you’re bawling like
a baby.”

“Need something to suck on baby, like a
cock?” Jerry laughed, and his wasn’t a good laugh. High-pitched and
nasal, it was a painful thing in itself.

Jerry pulled Mike’s T-shirt out and away from
his body. A quick slash, and a towel-sized piece of cotton was
sliced away. No harm there, Michael hadn’t really liked the shirt
all that much, after all. Like it or not, if his father found out
that he’d ruined a good shirt, a beating would surely follow. And
Michael stopped the thought about it not being his fault before it
even started—like his father would believe that.

Mike truly hoped that destroying his clothing
was all these jokers had planned for the night. But as usual, he
was wrong. It was as if he couldn’t be right about anything. It
didn’t take long to realize that Bobby had more than destruction of
clothing on his mind.

As the business end of the butterfly knife
came closer, Michael started struggling all over again. This was
the last resort. After this newfound energy was tapped, there would
be nothing left; the well would be run dry, as they say. He
actually succeeded in pushing himself away from the wall, toting
Jerry with him the entire two feet. And then Jerry, with his free
hand, struck out, punching him in the gut. Michael doubled over,
sickness raging in his stomach.

He didn’t stay doubled over long. Bobby or
Jerry—he was so confused now, he didn’t know which one—grabbed him
by the hair and smashed his head back against the hard brick wall.
White explosions of pain burst behind his eyes making the action he
viewed look like it was all happening in a snowstorm, and the
world’s slow spin was now a rough and ready tumble. But he could
breathe again, at least. There as that much.

“You know what I believe in, Mikey?” Bobby’s
words sounded strange, like they were echoing back from a great
canyon or across a sea. It took him more time to process the words
than his attacker would allow him to answer. “I said, you know what
I believe?” This time the question was accented with a slap to his
right cheek.

“W-What?”

“I believe that everyone should accept who
they are. You know what I mean. Like if you’re a good football
player like me, or a good baseball player like Jerry, here, you
should accept that.”

As long as he was talking he wasn’t cutting,
so Michael engaged him. “I don’t understand.”

“I didn’t figure you would. You’ve got as
much fat between your ears as you’ve got on your ass. But I want
you to understand. I think you should understand. You see, my dad,
he’s a cop, and a damn good one. Jerry’s dad sells insurance. Both
make good money. My mom’s pretty and Jerry’s is a knockout. You
seeing a pattern here?”

Really, Michael was amazed that such a high
level of thought was even possible for Bobby. Still, he could have
seen this conversation on TV, which was infinitely more likely than
him thinking it up on his own. Or maybe he learned how to talk like
this in the Bully’s Class that he and all his bully friends must
have to attend on a regular basis.

“No.” That was lie. But it should keep Jerry
talking.

“Well. Your father’s a nasty bum and your
momma’s a used up whore and you, my little flabby fuck,” Bobby
reached down and pinched his cheek in mock affection, “Are a loser,
like none I’ve ever seen.”

“Put him on the ground, Jerry.”

He didn’t have enough strength left in him to
fight as Jerry obeyed, splaying him down on the damp asphalt. The
moisture was warm, and stunk like engine oil.

“Piece of shit just pissed himself,” Jerry
said.

And it was true. Apparently, he’d been wrong
yet again. The tears weren’t the worst thing he could do.

“You make me sick, Cole. Really sick.”

“Man, hurry up and get finished, he’s going
to make me loose my supper.”

“Hold your horses. For permanent results, you
have to take your time.” To Mike, Bobby said, “Just in case you
haven’t caught on to what I’m trying to explain, I’m going to give
you a visual.”

Michael felt the cold blade nudge him and
then all the coldness went out of him. Fire sparked in his stomach,
just above his bellybutton. He screamed. The fire stopped.

“That’s just not going to do,” Bobby said,
pulling himself and the butterfly knife back from Mike. He swiveled
his head left and right as if searching for something.

“We can’t have you screaming like a bitch,
now can we?” Jerry asked.

“Let me go. Come on guys, you don’t have to
do this. Just let me go.”

“Stop your sniveling, Mikey. The fun’s just
starting.”

Bobby started rummaging around in several of
the overflowing metal trash cans that lined either side of the
narrow alley. It took him a minute, but he found whatever it was
he’d been searching for. When he turned back, Michael almost lost
his supper.

Bobby held a handful of ruined, brown lettuce
and coffee grounds in his hands, a big old clump of nasty. And
suddenly Michael knew just what he intended to do with it. He
clamped his mouth shut and started struggling against Jerry.

All to no avail. Bobby grabbed hold of Mike’s
throat, digging his thumb into the tender center. Mike’s body gave
him no choice, his lips parted, and then his teeth.

“This’ll keep you quiet.”

That taste was a very bad thing. Very bad.
Michael could have bit down on the other boy’s fingers as the trash
was shoved in, but his gag reflex instantly kicked in. When the
nasty lettuce leaves were pushed back as far as Bobby could get
them, he focused his attention on Mike’s stomach. The soft white
flesh was his canvas, the knife his brush. And it was time to
create some art.

“How about Fatso?” Jerry
asked.

“Hmm, not bad, but I was thinking more along
the lines of Faggot.”

“Yeah, that’s a good one. Make it big and
deep. So it leaves a good scar.”

Bobby merely chuckled and bent lower.

“How about you two assholes get the hell out
of here before my friend there decides to make you swallow
something besides some garbage?”

For a split second, Michael thought he’d lost
it and the words were a delusion. It was too far into the game for
help to come, for a savior. He’d resigned himself to the fact and
just wanted whatever it was the two bullies intended to do to just
be over with. If they’d asked him to strip naked, walk on all fours
and yelp like a shooed dog, he would have done it if it meant
putting an end to this torture session. Even the wrath of Martin
Cole didn’t look so bad compared to this.

But then a figure stepped closer. Mike, from
his position, couldn’t see too well, but Jerry and Bobby could and
he could see Bobby’s eyes grow wide and feel his grip grow a bit
weaker.

“Who the hell are you?” Bobby demanded. It
was easy to tell, though, that the stranger’s appearance had caught
him off-guard. If he had not been in such a mess, Michael would
have found Bobby’s faltering voice amusing. Under the
circumstances, he was in no condition to enjoy this brief chink in
his tormentor’s armor.

A young boy, no older than Michael, stepped
up into the light. Tall and slender, the dark haired boy carried a
wooden baseball bat in his hand. As Michael watched, he gripped it
like a pro ball player getting ready to knock one out of the
park.

“Leave him alone,” the newcomer said.

“Or what?” Bobby asked, a bit of his courage
returning.

“You know,” the boy said, “I’m glad you asked
that.” Then, in a flash, he was on them and the bat rose high and
swung down.

The sound of the wood connecting—that
splattt—was one Michael would remember for a very long time.
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It was fine house, rich furnishings, plenty
of space, and only the most modern of color schemes. At five years
old, there was no doubt the entire home had been through at least
one major remodel. And that was fine with him. While he was once
accustomed to lavish accommodations, in the more recent years he’d
learned to live in less than splendid surroundings. It was nice to
return to comfort.

With three stories plus a finished attic, the
house was big enough for a family of twenty, much too large for
only the two residents. But wasn’t that the American way? Excess to
the point of being ludicrous? He was once again reminded of how the
class structure in this once great country was changing. Only high
class and low class seemed to remain, the middle class was being
slowly but surely pushed to extinction like the creatures of the
Jurassic Period. Some people had so much while others had so
little.

After showering in the marble shower stall,
he dressed in borrowed clothes. Well, that wasn’t actually true.
They were more than borrowed; they were his, at least for as long
as he wanted them. After slipping in the last button of his
lightly-starched white Oxford and slipping on loafers with the
silly little tassels, he took a moment to admire his reflection
before heading downstairs.

Down in the kitchen, with the late evening
sun spilling through large windows, he scrounged up things for his
dinner. There were steaks in the freezer and the makings of a good
salad in the fridge. Deciding against using the gas grill out back,
he placed two especially large rib eyes in a pan, slid it into the
oven and set it to broil.

Opening the pantry, he leaned in and found a
nice bottle of wine that would compliment the red meat and greens
nicely. It took him a minute to find the corkscrew amidst the many
drawers, but only a second to find glasses. He filled two crystal
goblets to the rim.

He sat and began sipping on the exquisite
wine. Yes siree, it was sure nice to be comfortable again.

Less than five minutes later, Trista walked
into the kitchen and asked, “Cooking?”

“Yes. Hated for all this food to go to
waste.”

From behind, she wrapped her arms around him,
snuggling her face into his neck. He brushed her off with all the
tenderness of a rhinoceros stomping across egg shells.

“Not right now.”

“What’s the matter?”

He looked hard at her for a moment. “What the
fuck do you think is wrong with me? Michael Cole is proving to be a
harder nut to crack than I thought.”

“But he will crack. He’s not used to anyone
standing up to him.”

“Oh my how things change.” Jerry had told her
a little of his and Mike’s sorted past, but only as much as she
needed to know, not what she wanted to know. Trista had been with
him for some time now and while she kept her curiosity concerning
his fixation on Michael Cole well hidden, it was no less obvious.
However, she was obedient by nature and loyal to a fault and if
Jerry said he didn’t want to talk about it, well that was good
enough for her.

He, of course, didn’t want to alienate the
girl. Voluptuous and exotic, his little Dominican lover beat the
hell out of an electric blanket on cold nights.

Jerry had no illusions. She could be as
cold-blooded as they came when the mood struck her. Just as with
everyone else, Jerry would not dare drop his guard around her. And
conversely, he wouldn’t draw out her anger if it wasn’t an absolute
necessity.

“I’d love to stick it to that prim and proper
heffa’.”

“What? You’re not taken with the illustrious
Missus Cole? You haven’t even properly made her acquaintance.”

“I know enough to know that the world would
be a prettier place without her.”

“That’s a bit harsh. What has this wonderful
woman done to strike such contempt within you?” Though not in the
best of moods, Jerry enjoyed talking to Trista this way. She was
certainly a delectable treat, but sugar and spice she wasn’t.

“She’s had a golden spoon shoved up her ass
since she came into this world. Her dry cleaning bill is more than
my father makes in a year.”

“I believe the correct term is silver spoon,
but I’d have to agree. You remember I told you her father was in
the car industry, right? Well, I understated that just a bit. He
owns a chain of dealerships. Fourteen across the Southern United
States, and these aren’t Honda and Kia dealerships. Upscale stuff:
Jaguars, Lexus, Mercedes.”

“I’ve always liked BMW’s.”

“Oh, he’s got Beamers. And money, lots of it.
As a matter of fact, he’s got his eye on a senate seat this coming
fall. With the way he’s greasing the wheels, he’ll probably get it,
too. Unless, perchance, a family embarrassment turns the voters
away.”

“You care about this man’s
father-in-law?”

“The sensible response to that question would
be no. But, I owe old Mikey Cole too much, not to hope that some
degree of collateral damage could be attained.”

“I’d think it would serve him right, raising
such a spoiled child.”

“And when did you meet Stephanie?”

“I know her type. That’s all that matters. We
have white women in my country. They come from money and they treat
us like…trash. Noses in the air, looking down at us. In our own
country.”

Jerry considered for a moment. No, he wasn’t
a native of the Dominican Republic, but he knew from experience the
things she spoke of were true. Jerry, however, knew the situation
from both sides. His father, nowhere near as wealthy as Stephanie’s
father or to the degree that Michael Cole had achieved, was a
wealthy man. As such, Jerry had been a child of privilege; the best
clothes, the most fashionable shoes, a nice car when he turned
sixteen. His future shone as bright as any diamond. Back then in
his other life, as he often called it, he hadn’t thought himself
better than anyone else just because he had money. Money did not
make you smarter, stronger, more handsome, or even more likable.
Money did, however, make you popular and powerful—two things that
could ruin a good soul.

Still, Jerry had never looked down on anyone
who went without. His boyhood friendship with Michael Cole could
attest to that. But he rarely associated with ignorant people. He
was not a prejudiced person and his mind was not driven by anything
more than boyhood endeavors.

But, what was it they said? Bad things
happened to good people.

That hot, balmy night in late July so many
years ago had been the turning point. The day he went from a child
of prestige and stature, to life as a man on the fringe of society.
Perhaps tolerated, but never accepted.

And he had Michael Cole to thank for that.
Therein lay his problem. While Jerusalem Garrett lived a life
reserved mostly for vagrants and criminals, Michael Cole,
entrepreneur extraordinaire, lived high on the hog with sharp
creases in his finely cut suits, his polished shoes, his fancy
sports cars, a beautiful wife and mistress, and a bank account that
as deep as the sea.

Where was the fairness in that? Was there
any? Jerry sure as hell didn’t think so.

But he was doing something about that, wasn’t
he? Yes, he was. And he anticipated the taste of his revenge was
going to be sweet. His only regret was that it had taken all this
time. But years had sharpened his resolve, not eroded it. However,
Jerry had learned patience and wasn’t the saying, “Revenge is a
dish best served cold?”

He would soon find out.

Trista was dressed much differently than at
her arrival this morning. The dainty outfit had been exchanged for
a sophisticated cream-colored linen pantsuit, the matching top
remained unbuttoned, over a simple white tee-shirt. Trista was a
woman who looked good in anything and the linen, though loose
fitting, fell upon her curves and angles in a way that reminded
Jerry that he was, in fact, a red-blooded adult man. There were
times, more often than not, when he truly believed the only good
thing in his life was this woman, this young girl.

Her hair was pulled back in a band, the
ponytail falling just slightly over her collar. She had countless
wonderful features, but Jerry was hard pressed to choose his
favorite between her luscious, generous lips or her startling jade
green eyes. Trista’s was a beauty both exceptional and rare and her
heart, he knew beyond a doubt, belonged to him.

Knowing that, however, did not help him with
the fact that she had slept with Cole last night. Had done things
that he would rather not think about her doing with another living
soul, besides himself, of course. Necessary, but not enjoyable. He
asked very little about her night when she gave him the video from
the tiny micro camcorder she’d used to record the illicit deed.

A crafty woman, Trista was, yes sir’ee.
Another thing to remember: don’t trust her too much. That shouldn’t
prove a problem; there was only one person Jerry trusted beyond the
shadow of a doubt: himself, without exception.

“I like your outfit.”

Trista, settling in beside him, lifted the
wine to her lips and drank before responding. When she did, she did
so with a smile. “The lady of the house has quite a wardrobe. A
very sophisticated sense of style and fashion.”

“The man of the house knew his wine, as well.
Nothing subpar here.”

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to call a place
like this home?”

Jerry paused. “We will. Very soon. Though it
will be a long way from here.”

“Tell me about it,” she said. Trista loved to
be regaled with stories of their future, a future in which money
was no object and luxury was an everyday situation. A far cry from
the cocoa fields where she’d slaved during the first years of her
life. Of Canela ancestry, her skin was a delectable cross between
cappuccino and cinnamon, and she’d quickly become a favorite of the
field bosses. Much too young, she’d been introduced to things that
children should not know. Being more intelligent than the average
impoverished Dominican her age, she used her natural good looks and
her ability to meld herself to whatever was desired, and she’d come
up from those sweaty, hard fields. First she’d moved to the
sugarcane farmers’ house and eventually to Miami, where Jerry had
found her, or rather the other way around.

“A villa, perhaps. Mexican tile roof. Green
grass in the yard. House staff. A maid with a feather duster. A
butler with a starched shirt. Flagstone paths through our garden of
flowers, fragrant and striking. A pool with water as blue as the
summer sky and as cool as the snows of the Swiss. A car, maybe a
Bentley, maybe a BMW.” He saw Trista smile at that suggestion.
“Meals prepared by a French chef. Wine with every meal. A cigar for
me, a brandy for you, afterwards.”

“Mmm, sounds so wonderful.”

“It will be. I assure you. We just have to
play our cards right for a bit longer.”

“But how long? I don’t have your
patience.”

“Patience, as they say, is a virtue. But it
doesn’t have much to do with the situation anymore. As a matter of
fact, things will be moving along quickly very soon. Very
soon.”

He drained the last of his wine, savoring the
flavor. Then, before anything else, he once again filled it to the
rim.

“Ah,” he said, “I believe supper is ready.”
He went to the stove and pulled out the pan with the broiled
steaks. Having marinated them in his very own concoction, the aroma
that wafted from the meat was enticing, to say the least. Setting
the steaks aside, he quickly tossed a salad, placed it into bowls
and drizzled a vinaigrette dressing over it. Then, using a cheese
grater, he piled parmesan cheese atop his little masterpieces.

Trista helped him set the table and they both
dug in. Both ate as if the food was the finest they’d ever had. But
it was good. The meat was an even better cut than it had appeared
and the vegetables were garden fresh.

“To think we could eat like this
everyday.”

“Yeah,” Jerry agreed. There’d been a time
when he’d taken food for granted. After having to go without to the
point of starvation taught you that its best to take nothing for
granted. The meal was relished by them both. Although Trista was so
slender, she certainly had a hearty appetite.

The sun began its downward slide toward the
horizon as they ate. Before they finished and cleared away the
dishes, night pressed against the windows, and silence fell like a
soft quilt of velvet.

They’d eaten mostly in silence. And that was
fine. Jerry and Trista had shared so much of their lives together
that silence was often comfortable and sometimes even welcomed
between them. This was such a time.

They both had resorted to distasteful deeds
in their lives, and both knew such heinous acts lay in their
immediate future. It didn’t take a monster to do evil. It just took
a human with evil thoughts. Evil thoughts lead to evil action. And
all humans, at some point, suffered evil thoughts. Some acted on
them, a few more than others. In the end, it wasn’t really all that
hard to commit the atrocious acts that seemingly boggled another
person’s imagination. But after close consideration of all the
contributing factors, was it really all that mind-boggling?

Jerry didn’t think so. He’d bet dollars to
donuts that Mother Theresa herself could have easily been a Lizzie
Borden given the right circumstances. The opposite was also true;
Hitler could have been a Mahatma Gandhi.

There were shadows in the mind, temptations
that you could choose to follow or deny. It all came down to simple
choice.

And Jerry Garrett could have been Michael
Cole, given half the chance. But since he couldn’t possibly trade
places with him, he’d do the next best thing.

Destroy Cole.

But he didn’t want to think about the things
he’d done or the things he was about to do. He would venture a
guess that Trista didn’t either, despite her hardened core. So, as
everyone did when the shadows became too much to bear, he chose to
ignore them the only way that ever truly worked for him.

He took Trista’s hand tenderly into his, just
like the gentleman he could never be and said, “Come.”

“Where?”

“To bed.”

Without another word, Trista stood and
followed him out of the kitchen and up the stairs. Together they
fought away the temptation of evil, if only for a while, with the
feeling closest to love that either of them would ever embrace.
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Saturday afternoon had gone well. As had the
evening. They’d spent too much in the shops up and down Main Street
and out at the new strip mall. Christal had selected a few items at
the music store and Stephanie, in her natural element, had found a
wonderful dress for the upcoming banquet and purchased a beautiful
tennis bracelet that she’d been eyeing. For his part, Michael
picked up a few DVD’s that he’d been interested in and a new
charger for his cell phone.

The weather had been so nice that they’d
dined out on the covered portico at the Wooden Pier. Stephanie and
Christal both ordered the shrimp. Michael, not a real shrimp guy,
had the blackened catfish. There were smiles and laughter and for a
time it was possible to think that everything was right with the
world and they were nothing but the picture perfect family they
appeared to be.

Surprisingly, the good vibes lasted
throughout the night. Stephanie sat in on her husband’s reading to
Christal. As she slipped away to sweet slumber, there was no doubt
the smile that graced her angelic face was genuine and there’s much
to be said by that in itself.

Michael and Stephanie made love. It was not
rushed and not selfish. It was kind, considerate and passionate.
Just the way it should be between a husband and wife.

The next morning they awoke, readied
themselves, and attended services at the First Baptist Church of
Benedict, something they’d been neglecting as of late.

For Sunday lunch they’d eaten out, then
dropped by to see Mrs. Wylder. She’d worked yesterday but Stephanie
had noticed the sickness still lingered. She lived alone and for
some reason, visiting her seemed like a good idea. Mrs. Wylder
agreed, forcing them to allow her to prepare cookies for
them—baking being one of her specialties. Instead of letting the
ailing woman do all the work, they’d pitched in as if they were one
big happy family. Which, really, they were, from a certain point of
view.

The rest of the evening was just as blissful
and for a while, Michael thought that perhaps this newfound family
civility might last.

Again Sunday night, he read to Christal, one
of the new books they’d bought this weekend. Princesses, magical
horses, and handsome princes. It made Michael consider what he
would do when the day came that a kid—probably not a prince—came to
call on his little princess. It would be nothing noble, he knew
that.

All in all the weekend was a smashing
success.

And then Monday came.

When Michael made it to the office, Sally and
the rest of his staff had decked the place out in balloons,
streamers, big urns of wonderfully aromatic coffee, large platters
of still-warm, oh-so-tasty pastries, and a tall gift-wrapped box. A
large sign, hand-painted, declared: Congratulations Boss!

His folks were good that way. Besides the
point that each and every single one, including the secretarial
staff, would be cashing a healthy bonus check by the end of the
week, they always seemed pleased when he sealed a deal. It was a
point of pride for them too, perhaps. Michael prided himself on
being a good boss. Sally kept important dates penciled in on his
calendar and fed into his Outlook. It was mandatory that not a
birthday, anniversary, or special occasion for one of his employees
go by without kind words and something or another to let them know
that they were indeed valuable to this small firm. You could pay
people lot of money, but if they ever convinced themselves that
they were just another cog in the machine their work output, while
most likely satisfactory, wouldn’t be their best effort. That was a
fact that almost everyone who’d ever managed people knew, though
only few succeeded in doing it properly. In his humble opinion,
Michael thought himself proficient.

After a lot of pats on the back, a dozen or
so “atta boys” and more apple fritters downed than he could
justify, Michael escaped the party. With a tall cup of the
strongest java, he climbed behind his desk, fired up his computer
and settled in for a ten-hour day of wheeling and dealing.

He had a full day scheduled. First, he would
check with his attorney and ensure that the copy of the contract
from Friday was signed in correct places and that, indeed, it was
all over and done with, including the proper amount deposited to
his account. For such a large sum, there would be a waiting period;
there just wasn’t any way around that. Still, if he could verify
the deposit, he would feel much better.

Next, he had a meeting in his office with
Vaughn Meyers. He’d gotten a text last night that his flight had
landed and Vince was suffering a severe case of jet lag. Michael
discounted the jet lag as a horrible hangover from binging on the
company’s expense account. He, of course, didn’t say anything about
that. Vaughn did good work, and he knew a deal when he came across
it. The flight into Memphis had brought him from Oregon—Rockaway
Beach in particular, right off the Oregon Coast Highway. Vaughn had
been looking over an out-of-business hotel that boasted splendid
views of the Pacific and was set on a hundred acres of woodland.
Drunk or not, it was a long flight, so in his response Michael told
him to sleep in, no big hurry to get in, and set an appointment for
eleven. While the meeting should be a detailed discussion on the
pros and cons of readying the once-opulent seaside caravansary, he
planned to lunch with Dalton Crisp, Benedict’s mayor, to discuss
the upcoming benefit for Season’s Givings, a Christmas gift charity
for children of low-income families. He and several of the other
big shots in town had started the charity a few years back, with
the much-needed aid from Stephanie, who seemed to have a special
genius for such things.

So it came as a bit of surprise when
Stephanie came bursting into his office just as he was hanging the
phone up. He’d been speaking with Tanya Hooper, his attorney. It
took just one look at her face—not too mention the way the door
slammed into the wall as she passed through—for Michael to know
something was terribly and irrevocably wrong.

He stood and started to move towards her.
With a finger out in front of her jabbing at the air, she said, “Of
all the things, Michael Cole, of all the awful, hateful, hurtful
things you’ve done, why this?” She was demanding, the anger as
clear as a Montana afternoon, but there was something else there,
too.

“Stephanie, what, what is
it?”

They met in the center of the office, her
face strained, her eyes reddened. There’d been crying, he
understood, and lots of it. Her mascara ran in ugly, jutting rivers
beneath her eyes. The vein across the bridge of her nose bulged—a
sure sign that her temper was flaring to an extremely dangerous
level, one from which harm could come.

“What is it?” She pulled her arm back to
swing, planning an open palm slap that would knock him into next
week if it connected. Fortunately, she telegraphed her moves like
Western Union, especially when she was so overwrought with emotion.
Stepping easily to the side, Michael waited for the swing to pass,
then stepped in and grabbed her in a bear hug.

“Stephanie, stop it. Stop it. What is
it?”

“You bastard!” She was actually screaming
now, her voice not only carrying through the walls of the office,
but the thickly insulated brick ones as well. “I’ve put up with a
lot, Michael. A whole lot.” She started crumpling then. He held her
tight, keeping her upright.

Sally stepped into the doorway. She was lost,
didn’t know how to react. Michael waved her away and she left,
closing the door behind her. He could imagine everyone outside the
office playing No-We-Really-Don’t-Hear-Anything, but moving closer
and closer all the while so they could, in fact, hear clearly and
well.

“Stephanie, tell me what this is about. Tell
me right now.”

“You lied to me, Michael. You lied to me,”
the last word groaned out.

“Lied? About what? Calm down. Calm down and
tell me what’s happened.”

She sniffled—screaming wasn’t all she’d been
doing. She’d started crying again. That was no reason for Michael
to let his guard down. He knew this woman well, and her anger was a
fickle thing.

Stephanie pushed away from him. With her head
held high once again, her eyes drilled into him. “A baby,” she said
simply.

Michael didn’t know what she was talking
about…for about a half a second. Then, of course, he did. He opened
his mouth to ask her how she found out, but Stephanie wasn’t
through, not yet.

“You know,” she began. “There was a time when
you at least acted like you loved me, like you weren’t cheating on
me. It was a long time ago, but I remember it. But when you got so
bold as to not even come home some nights, I made my mind up to
leave. But I didn’t. I had my bags packed, Christal’s bags packed,
but I didn’t.” She paused. “I’m sure you think it’s because of the
money. But you’d be wrong. I’m sure you think that’s why I put up
with you and the things you do. But again, you’d be wrong. Oh yes,
I like being rich. There’s nothing quite like it. But I don’t need
you. What I didn’t get in a divorce settlement, I could get from my
father. And you know that, deep down. I don’t need you, Mike Cole.
Not at all.” The use of his abbreviated name irritated him, but he
was right in thinking this wasn’t the time to bring that up.

“I’ll tell you why I did it,” she was
stepping away from him. He hadn’t moved a muscle, but she was
back-stepping as if he’d pulled a knife on her. “I did it for
love.”

“Stephanie,” he said. He inched closer and
closer to her. If he could reach her, he could calm her, soothe
her. “We can work this out.”

“No love for you, you arrogant son of a
bitch. God! Everything’s about you, isn’t it? The world revolves
around Michael Cole. Michael Cole, the king of Benedict.” She let
her sarcasm sink in. He didn’t like to be spoken to in that manner.
Couldn’t stand it, really. And she knew that. Knew it well. “I did
it for Christal. I did it for my baby girl.

“She was three, barely that. I had her pack
some clothes, a few toys and her baby doll. The one I bought her in
Manhattan. She thought it was fun, at first. Thought we were going
on a trip. It was my own fault. I tried to explain what we were
going to do. That we were leaving, and I didn’t know when…or even
if…we were coming back. Stupid move. But unlike you, I can’t bear
lying to my daughter. She just went ballistic. I dropped my
suitcase, tossed hers, and tried to pull her out. She was only
three, so little, so tiny. But she had the strength of ten men. She
kept calling for you, crying out. Said she couldn’t leave her
daddy. Made me want to puke.

“This was when you’d went on your ‘business
trip’ to San Diego. Except when I called your room, it wasn’t you
that answered. You remember that don’t you, Mike?”

“Yes,” was all he could say. And he did
remember that weekend. Remembered it with amazing clarity.

“Vanessa, wasn’t it? Vanessa…Peters?”

“Yeah.”

“She was nineteen, Michael. Nineteen, and as
bright as a burned out light bulb.” Why he felt an urge to defend
Vanessa’s honor, he didn’t know. It wasn’t as if she had any honor
to defend. “You were holed up in a snazzy suite, your pecker in
Peters, and your daughter having a fit because she was leaving her
daddy. Her daddy, who she loves so much! How does that make you
feel? Or does it even matter?”

Something like hatred started to darken his
thoughts. “I think we should talk about this another time, Steph.
Somewhere else.”

“No,” the fire was burning bright again.
“After all that, and every time since, I stay home and take care of
your child. Hang on your arm, like a decoration. But then this. You
get a woman pregnant. Pregnant, Michael Cole. That’s day-time TV
kind of shit. You couldn’t afford a seventy-five cent condom? How
many times, Mike? How many times have you been out screwing like a
jack rabbit, without even the consideration of a rubber, and then
come home and stick that nasty piece of meat in me?”

That was it. All he could stand.

In all their years together, he’d never
struck her. Never. But when she’d said that, he had no choice. Or
if he did, he couldn’t see it at that moment. He hit her hard. Too
hard, entirely.

The smack bounced off the walls and back to
Michael’s ear drums sounding like a firecracker on the 4th of July.
Stephanie’s head snapped to the side, like a rag doll yanked from
the hand of a child.

Silence fell like a suffocating blanket. And
remained there. Time could’ve stopped. Michael couldn’t even hear
the ticking of his watch.

Slowly, as if it caused tremendous pain,
Stephanie straightened her neck, her head, her face becoming level
again. The point of impact was evident. Like a writing storm, the
strawberry cloud of the slap spread across her tanned cheek.
Except, though, that wasn’t right. Stephanie was incredibly tanned
from using their personal bed at home, but she did not look bronze
now. She was pale, deathly so. Her skin was white, like that of a
china doll. Sweat beaded across her brow and her bottom lip
trembled.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. Not by a
long shot.

Her eyes. The stern tilt of her chin.
Defiance, but that of a broken variety.

The flame did not tower, but the flame burned
still.

“You might as well say goodbye, Michael. Say
goodbye to me and Christal. To both of us. You’ll be lucky if you
get an invitation to her high school graduation. You don’t deserve
her.”

“What makes you so sure of that?” He was
calmer now, his heart beating slower and slower, returning to
normal.

“The same way I knew you’d been cheating—for
sure, without a doubt. The same way I know that you’re more evil
than I ever thought possible.”

Michael turned his palms upwards, as if
saying, “What?”

Stephanie had been frowning. Now, that was
changing, turning upside down, as it were. Slowly. When she was
smiling, beaming actually, she said, “Carrie.”

Michael thought she was speaking to him, as
if giving a name to his mistress. Then he knew better.

The door to his office slowly opened and in
strode an all too familiar figure.

Yep, things had certainly gotten worse. Much
worse.
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Jerry and Bobby ran away like scalded dogs.
Michael wanted to close his eyes, for this all to be a dream. But
he couldn’t. He just watched them run away, relishing the looks on
their faces, relishing their fear. He lay on the ground, the cold,
hard asphalt killing his back, until they were not only gone from
his sight, but until his ears could no longer detect the wonderful
sound of their sneakers smacking the ground—the extraordinary sound
of retreat. And this time, it wasn’t him doing the retreating.

Only then did he glance up at his savior. A
tall, skinny kid. Dark hair mussed up with bangs half-covering his
eyes. He still held the bat, but not as a weapon anymore.

“Having a bad night?” he grinned.

Michael couldn’t help himself, he giggled at
that, a definite understatement if he’d ever heard one.

The boy reached down and Michael let him give
him a hand to get his feet. Standing, the kid was almost a foot
taller, but nowhere near as wide. This didn’t mean much, since most
of his weight was muscle, not fat. He pulled Michael all the way up
without exhibiting the slightest bit of effort.

When Michael was standing, the boy didn’t let
go of his hand. Instead, he pumped it. “I’m Jerry, Jerry Garrett.
Well, really it’s Jerusalem, but,” he stammered for a moment,
“nobody calls me that.” For a second Michael couldn’t believe his
ears. This kid, Jerry, was asking him not too call him by his real
name. It was astounding. Michael wasn’t asked much of anything; he
was more accustomed to being told.

He almost forgot his manners. “Michael Cole,
glad to meet you.” Leaning to the side, searching out the alley to
make sure his enemies hadn’t skulked back, he added, “Really
glad.”

“Don’t mention it,” Jerry said. He said it so
freely, so easily, Michael couldn’t believe it. He said it as if it
was nothing. Just like he hadn’t smashed Bobby’s arm and cracked
the bat over Jerry’s head. To Michael it was something. Something
big. Something unexpected. Something…cool.

“So, you live around here?” Jerry asked.

“No,” Michael said simply. If his feelings
could be trusted, he was on the verge of making a good friend, a
very welcomed friend, and he had no intention of ruining it by
telling him he was from the trailer court. For some reason, people
from town looked down on the ‘trailees’—believe it or not that’s
what they were called. Michael didn’t completely understand why,
they just did. “I was just out for a walk.”

Jerry nodded as if he understood
completely.

“Well, you got anything planned?”

“Planned? When?”

“For right now, fella. Got anything going
on?”

Michael almost blurted that yeah, he had
something going on. Heading back home and taking his medicine from
his old man for sneaking out. Thankfully, he was able to control
his mouth this time.

“No. Not really, why?” he asked
cautiously.

“Well, I just moved here. Me and my dad. I
thought maybe you could show me around the town.”

Shock is a powerfully disabling emotion. It
clamps down on you like the jaws of a great white shark and refuses
to let go. Never having been much of a stutterer, Michael now found
himself getting hung up on a word as soon as he started to speak.
“A-A-Are you sure?”

“Am I sure?” Jerry laughed. It wasn’t one of
the ‘making fun of you’ ones, no, it was more like the ‘You’re
crazy, kid, you’re really crazy’ kind. And Michael liked that, he
liked that a lot. “Of course I’m sure, Mike. Heck, it’s not even
ten, yet. No school for another two weeks. I need to take a look
around, see the sights. You know what I mean?”

“Yes.” Michael had never moved anywhere. His
earliest memories were right here in this small, god-awful town. A
town that laughed so hard it would probably spilt its side—if it
had one—when you were down and if no one were looking, it would
probably give you a good kick, to boot. But, the prospect of
showing Benedict to this kid, to Jerry, the boy who, while he
probably hadn’t exactly saved his life, did in fact, save him from
a very bad experience, it thrilled him for some unknown reason.

“It’s cool if you don’t want to. Just thought
it’d be kind of neat to check it out at night. Creepy, you
dig?”

Michael had to think fast. Here was the
opportunity he’d been waiting for, for so very long. Someone
offering him the hand of friendship. Was he really going to let
this pass? Sure, he made it fine on his own, was quite used to it
really. But everyone gets lonely from time to time, some more than
others. And the way he handled Jerry and Bobby, man that was
great!

“No, that’s all right. I know my way around
pretty good.” This seemed to make Jerry very happy. “There’s a lot
to see, really, especially at night.” He didn’t feel like sharing
the fact that nighttime was when he felt the safest walking the
streets.

“All right, Mike. Let’s get moving.” And he
did. Long, powerful strides. Michael hurried to catch up.

“By the way,” Michael said, “you got any gum?
My mouth tastes like shit.”

They both roared at that one. It was the
beginning of more than a beautiful friendship. It was the beginning
of a monumental one.

And that first night was an indication of
things to come. Michael couldn’t ever remember having so much fun,
especially in the company of another person. When it was all said
and done, it was easily worth the beating he got when he finally
made it back home the next morning, well after the sun came up.

From the alley, they went deeper into the
heart of town. Jerry had already seen the courthouse, and he had
good reason. His father, Gerald Garrett, was filling in for the
mayor—interim, Jerry called it—since Mayor Hinkle’s heart attack
last month. As a former state attorney general, if locals had a
problem with it, they didn’t say anything about it—or so Jerry
said. He learned a lot about Jerry that night. A whole lot.

Gerald had been a single parent, and Jerry an
only child. His mother, Lisa, had died during childbirth—not
Jerry’s but a second child. Sadly, the baby hadn’t made it either.
It was sad stuff, but Jerry, while speaking solemnly enough as they
traveled the dark landscape, kept it as matter-of-fact as possible.
All that just made Michael like him even more. It was something to
be a good person after having a good life, but it was something
else entirely when your life was shit, but you still came out
smiling.

Gerald had already told his son that he hoped
to run for the mayor’s seat in a permanent position. Michael wished
him the best. But when talk turned to his own family, Michael piped
down. Jerry, taking that as a sign, changed the subject. Although
Michael didn’t say anything about it, he noticed that Jerry had
picked up his vibe and relieved not to have to dream up some Ozzie
and Harriett lie, he mentally presented Jerry with another gold
star.

“So what do guys do a round here for
fun?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, Mike, where do you take girls, where
do you sneak beers and smokes?”

“Oh,” Michael began. He didn’t know where to
go with that. He’d never taken a girl anywhere. As for smoking and
drinking, he’d gotten his fill of that, in a voyeuristic way, from
being around his folks. “I’m not sure.”

Jerry looked at him, puzzled. They were past
Main Street now, over on Dukakis in front of the Five and Dime. Two
benches sat sentinel in front of the old landmark store. Jerry made
use of the time spent sitting to tie the laces of his shoes. “You
mean you don’t have a girlfriend?”

Michael was sure that Jerry meant no harm.
Didn’t mean a thing by it, actually. But that didn’t keep the shame
from brightening his cheeks.

“Wow, Mike. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I
just figured y’know…”

“It’s all right. Truth is I don’t have a
girlfriend and I don’t have any friends. It’s not a secret. Truth
is, you’ll probably find out all about it on the first day of
school. You’ll hear all kinds of jokes about me. ‘Mikey, Mikey,
he’s so dykey’, ‘Tubby, the Incredible Walking Turd.’ I know, not
very funny, but it doesn’t stop them from saying it,
regardless.”

Jerry said nothing. Looking up, he regarded
Michael for a few moments. To Mike, it seemed a lifetime.

“That’s not very nice,” he finally said.

“No. It’s not.” Michael walked to the rear of
the bench. “If you don’t want to be friends I understand.”

“Don’t want to be friends? What are you
talking about?”

“I mean you’re starting a new school. Being
buds with someone like me won’t make it very easy. I mean no one
likes me, not even the teachers.”

“Oh, come on. Teachers like everybody. Even
if you don’t like them back. It’s like their job.”

“You don’t know the ones at Benedict.”

“Anyway, that shit doesn’t matter. It really
doesn’t. So you just going to stand around talking shit, or are we
going to go have some fun?”

That was a very easy question to answer.
Whether or not Jerry ditched him like the plague on the first day
of seventh grade, they were together tonight. And Michael planned
to live it up. And that they did.

From the Five and Dime, they moved westward.
A few shops and stores were still open, they skirted around those.
Even though it was still summer break, kids shouldn’t be out
roaming the streets that late at night unattended, or at least
that’s what the grown-ups thought.

A few blocks over was the Longhorn bar. The
only such place in town, it was a popular stopping point through
the week and mandatory for most folks on Friday and Saturday
nights. Michael and Jerry didn’t dare try to sneak in. The penalty
for that would be too severe too stomach. Instead they crept around
the back and hid between dumpsters listening to the music. Jerry
pulled a pack of Camels out of his shirt pocket and offered one to
Mike.

“No, thanks.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t smoke.”

“Ever tried?”

“Yeah. Who hasn’t?” That wasn’t entirely a
lie. Several years ago, before he knew better, he’d filched one of
his mom’s Marlboros and a lighter. Out behind the trailer, while no
one was home, he lit up. It was awful. Terrible. Nauseating. His
eyes watered and his stomach roiled. But that wasn’t the worst. He
coughed so hard he was scared he would rupture something—either in
his lungs or his throat. And it only took him two drags to reach
that point. Michael couldn’t imagine smoking more. Yet, he was
hesitant about turning Jerry down flat. It wouldn’t take much
prodding for him to change his mind.

“Come on. Just try it. If you don’t like it,
I’ll never ask you to do it again.”

“Promise?”

“I swear it, Mike. I swear it.”

Turned out, it wasn’t as bad as he
remembered. It was worse. Michael didn’t only turn green; he turned
asparagus, jade, and chartreuse.

“Oh man, you look like a Martian.” Both boys
cracked up at that, Michael almost choking for his part. “I guess
you don’t smoke.”

Michael snubbed his cigarette out on the
asphalt underfoot. They continued sitting for a while, Jerry
smoking, Michael not. They listened to four or five songs like
that. For the sound to be coming so clearly through solid
cinderblock walls, the sound system had to be one mean mother.

After smoking two Camels, Jerry was ready to
go.

“Where to next?”

“Uh,” Michael started thinking. He checked
his old Casio and saw that it was almost eleven. “Hey, I know
somewhere cool.”

“Well, you going to tell me or do I have to
guess?”

“Just follow me.” And he did. Michael
leading, Jerry following, they moved through the darkened world and
continued to talk. Michael had never met anyone he could talk to so
easily. He spoke of simple things: books, comics, cartoons.

They talked about girls—Michael let him know
who was hot at Benedict and who wasn’t. He described them in detail
only possible of a pre-teen boy with hormones starting to reach
dangerous levels.

And jokes, plenty of those. They started out
innocent enough but soon turned to the blue variety. Mike’s ribs
were starting to feel the stress of all the humor, but that wasn’t
an entirely bad thing.

Soon, the duo had covered almost three miles,
leaving the town behind roughly half a mile back. They followed the
road, but not too closely. There was a slim possibility they’d be
seen since traffic was nil, but why take unnecessary chances.
Instead, they followed the road from a distance of about twenty or
so feet away. Only outside the blaring streetlights did they notice
that the moon was full and the whole world silvered. Seeing was
easy.

They came up to a crooked, ancient oak beside
a gravel road. Only the road was actually an old, hardly-used
driveway. A few feet beyond was a rusty barbwire fence that Michael
hadn’t noticed; he’d forgotten it was even there. No telling what
you’d catch if you ran into that.

“Whoa, Mike, you sure you know where we’re
going?”

“Positive. You coming or not?” It felt good
to tease another, if only in jest. Jerry looked at him, then at the
road, then back to him again. He still carried the bat. Michael had
offered to lug it for a while, but Jerry had shrugged off the
offer. Now that they were this far out, it probably wasn’t a bad
idea to have the bat handy. Coyotes and stray dogs were common here
on the outskirts of town and Michael wasn’t crazy about the idea of
meeting up with them empty-handed.

“Aw, what the hell,” he said, then sauntered
down the road. Gravel crunched under foot. The sides of the narrow
lane were overgrown. Honeysuckles, thorns, and garden variety weeds
choked out everything else and even if they’d wanted to, there’d be
no ditching to the side if anyone came through. But the very
possibility of a car traveling out to this desolate slice of land
was unlikely, to say the least.

After they’d walked what seemed to even
Michael—who knew where he was going—the length of several football
fields, Jerry finally asked, “Are you sure you know where we’re
going?”

Breathing hard, it took Michael a second to
say, “Yeah…I’m…sure… Should be right up here.” This was the most
walking—the most exercise, period, that Michael had had in a very
long time. If he wasn’t aching all over tomorrow from his father’s
‘holding him to a higher standard,’ then this cross-country hike
would sure do the trick.

Fortunately, after a few more minutes they
passed an abandoned house to the left and an even weedier driveway,
so Michael knew they were getting close.

“Hate to call that place home,” Jerry said,
taking in the old house until they rounded a bend and it was out of
sight.

The two boys came to a clump of trees and the
gravel drive just petered out. “We’re going in there?” Jerry asked
incredulously.

“Yeah…don’t…worry. It’s…not…that thick.”

“Mike. Are you alright?”

Wiping sweat from his face with the back of
his hand, Michael slowly nodded. His heart was hammering in his
chest, and his legs, already weakened by tonight’s chase scene,
were rubbery, but he wasn’t about to admit that.

Fallen leaves, underbrush, dead and dying
limbs, and twigs cracked and crunched under their feet. Michael,
still in the lead, was using his hand to clear the way. Until Jerry
finally offered the baseball bat, that was.

All of a sudden he stopped.

Jerry, paying more attention to what he was
stepping through than of what lay ahead crashed right into him.

“Wha-What is it?” he sounded alarmed.

“We’re here.”

“Where the hell is here?” Jerry asked,
stepping up beside and then in front of Mike. He saw then, oh boy,
did he see.

The ground beneath them must’ve sloped
upwards, slowly, but steadily. Twenty or twenty-five feet in front
of them a cliff jutted out. Beyond that, the city of Benedict, in
all its nocturnal beauty. A whole variety of lights twinkled, and
while some buildings—the courthouse paramount—could be easily made
out, the rest fell victim to the lights, spread like Christmas tree
bulbs.

“Wow,” Jerry said.

“Yeah, pretty nifty, huh?”

“Very, nifty, pal, very nifty.”

“It’s like a lover’s lane without the
lane.”

“Yeah, I guess it is.”

“How far up are we?”

“High. I’m not sure how high.”

Jerry stood soaking it up for a moment. After
satisfying himself with the view, he went to the edge of the cliff
and took a seat. Michael eventually joined him.

“Man, this was worth the price of
admission.”

“Yeah,” Michael said, thinking the price of
admission was his aching joints.

A cool wind blew up from below. That was
strange. Michael usually thought of the wind as from coming above.
But it was refreshing, cooling his overheated body like the sweet
breath of an angel. Jerry only gawked. Apparently, he’d never seen
Benedict from this angle. Michael himself had to admit that removed
from the place, looking from afar, it did look peaceful, even
quaint.

“It looks like a city, doesn’t it?” Jerry
said after a while. “Like New York or Los Angeles. Like you see on
television.”

“I guess.”

Jerry turned to him. They were only sitting a
few feet apart, the baseball bat between them. “Tell me, when you
look at that town down there, what do you see?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know. Like when you see your house, you
think home. When you see your room, you think…oh gee, I don’t
know…mine. When you see a church you think of peace. From here,
looking down at the whole town, so small that if you put your hand
out, you’d block the whole thing, what do you see?”

At first, Michael didn’t know what to say,
didn’t have a clue. Suddenly, “I see Hell, Jerry. I see Hell on
earth.”

Jerry didn’t have a quick retort for that.
Who would? So, when he just settled back and continued to gaze out
over the twinkling little town, Michael was relieved. He would
understand in due time. Oh, yes sir’ee. He would.

Michael never checked his watch in all the
time they were up on that cliff, Tinman’s Bluff it was called,
though no one knew why anymore, or at least no one Michael knew.
But they must have sat there for hours. Not saying anything, just
looking.

The trek back was slow going, both boys were
exhausted and they were taking it slow. Finally they made it back
to Benedict, and in the middle of town at five in the
morning—according to Mike’s trusty Casio—they split up. Jerry
heading to his house a few blocks over and Michael to his home,
three-quarters of a mile away in the heart of the Projects and into
the arms of his father, who Michael desperately hoped was still
sleeping. It would be okay if his mother was up when he arrived.
She wouldn’t cause a stink. His old man, on the other hand…

“Well, Mike, it’s been a lot of fun.”

“Yes, it really has, hasn’t it,” Michael
agreed.

“Maybe we can meet up again tonight. Earlier,
you know?”

Michael nodded, but said, “My dad’s probably
going to be really pissed off because I stayed out so late. Getting
out tonight might not be too easy.” Which was the truth, but there
was something else, too. Maybe it was the inkling he felt that the
more Jerry got to know him, the more he’d be recognized as a loser.
After all, he’d wanted fun and excitement and Michael gave him a
view of Benedict, after a hell of a long walk.

“Oh,” was all Jerry said. Despite the
long-running conversation between the two, Michael had kept almost
everything about his home life well-guarded.

“Well, I’ll give you my number. Just in case
you can get away…What’s wrong?” Michael was looking down at the
ground.

“We don’t have a phone, either.”

“That’s cool, man. Tell you what. If you get
out again before school starts come down to the courthouse. I’m
usually there for a few hours in the evening with Dad. If not my
address is,” he paused, trying to remember it, it was new after
all, “1147 Sycamore. But there’s no Sycamores, ain’t that
stupid?”

Michael agreed that yes, it was stupid. Just
like no maples on Maple Street, no elms on Elm Street and so on and
so forth. They parted company, each walking towards their
respective destination.

 


***

 


When Michael reached the entrance to the
trailer park the eastern horizon was a salmon-colored stain and
traffic was beginning to pick up. He no longer cared if his father
was out of bed yet or not. He’d had a good time tonight, the best
time he could ever remember, and he’d be shucked if he’d let
something like a whipping take that away. He hoped Jerry would be
his friend after school started, really hoped. He was a great guy
and he was fun and it would be cool to take on the schoolyard
bullies with someone at his side.

It was as he stepped up the concrete block
steps to his trailer, hearing his parents talking to one another
inside, that Michael Cole decided that he would do whatever was
required of him, come hell or high water, that he would go to the
ends of the earth for Jerry. This new resolve gave him new courage
about the future, something he’d spent precious little time ever
thinking about before now.

He turned the door knob and pushed his way
in. His mother sat on the couch, chain smoking in her night
clothes. Martin stood to her side, dirty tee shirt and dirtier
jeans. It was his father that spoke, “Where the hell you been, you
little bastard?”

“Out,” Michael said. The rebellion had
begun.

 


 


 


Twenty One



 


Now

 


Several summers ago, one of the hottest years
on record, Stephanie had been alarmed by a sound from outside.
She’d been in her office and had grown frightened at the scuttling
sound she heard beyond her window. Stephanie’s office faced the
rear lawn, so naturally all kinds of forest dwelling creatures
leapt to mind. Instead of investigating further, Stephanie
immediately fled the room, sprinted down the hall and roused her
husband. Michael, armed with a formidable arsenal of
weapons—flashlight and tennis racket—went off on his husbandly
mission: to ascertain the danger and deal with it swiftly and
without prejudice.

Michael left the house by way of the front.
He fully intended to sneak up behind the object of his wife’s fear
and brain it, making himself a hero in the process. Halfway there
he started to hear tiny screeching and scraping noises. They grew
louder with each step he took. At the corner of the house, with his
back against the wall and a death grip on the handles of both the
light and the racket, he began having doubts as to if he’d chosen
the most appropriate course of action. He could have ignored his
wife’s pleas to investigate, he could have told her it was nothing,
reassured her, and then told her to go on to bed. But no. What
husband would? The need to impress and ultimately to protect was
too strong. He’d be the man, not the mouse.

Holding the flashlight straight ahead and
brandishing the tennis racket like a caveman would a club, Michael
took off from the corner of the house at a full run. Scanning the
ground beneath Stephanie’s window in his pell-mell run, he saw only
bits of trash littered about. Stopping just past the window,
Michael saw nothing else of concern, just a few more pieces of
litter scattered about. Probably nothing more than a squirrel or
chipmunk enjoying a midnight snack by the golden light of the
office window.

Letting out a breath he hadn’t known he’d
been holding, Michael started back in. That’s when it happened. One
of the biggest frights of his life. Not the biggest, no, which was
reserved for another place, another time.

It was a raccoon.

Most people aren’t scared of these little
woodland creatures. But most people haven’t come up close and
personal with them. Teeth bared, claws ready to strike, the
viciousness for which the raccoon is renowned was fully evident at
that moment. Its face was absolutely terrifying as the beam of
Michael’s handheld light played over it. Obsidian eyes, full of
evil, a gaping mouth crammed with tiny crazed teeth…it didn’t take
a lot of imagination to see them ripping into Michael’s soft flesh
like miniature razor blades.

All in all, a fearsome creature. And more to
the point, an enraged fearsome creature.

For a moment, Michael wasn’t sure why that
particular memory flooded back. It didn’t take him long to
understand.

As he stood there in his office, heretofore
his own little slice of heaven, with his world crashing down on
him, he noticed that Stephanie, his wife, the mother of his child,
the woman he shared home and hearth with, looked very much like
that raccoon in its terrible death lunge. No, she didn’t have a
furry tail. And no, she didn’t scurry around on all fours. Yet, the
anger she exuded, the malevolence filling her, the rage that pulsed
through her was as wild and as basic as any beast could ever hope
to command.

As a matter of fact, her teeth were bared.
White and even, not pointed and ragged. Her hands half-clenched,
the fingernails jutting. Not ebony knives but delicately tipped
with precision bits of white under a clear finish. Still, there was
no doubt in him she could inflict the damage of the raccoon
ten-fold.

And when she said that word, “Carrie,”
Michael about shit his pants.

Into the room strode his mistress. Eyes puffy
and red. Whatever beauty she’d once possessed was now tarnished,
broken. Now she looked…bad.

“Hello Michael,” she said. Her voice was
merely a whisper, but it carried plenty.

Stephanie, still looking unhinged and raving,
spoke, “Carrie and I here, have had us a little talk this morning.
A long talk. I’ve learned a lot.”

Michael’s face was hot, searing. Even his
eyeballs were heating up. This was not his idea of a pleasant
morning at the office.

“I told her everything,” Carrie said.
“Everything.”

Michael swallowed hard.

“Even about how you offered to pay to have
the baby scraped from her womb, you bastard.” Stephanie was back at
him again, but only half-heartedly. She came close, looking as if
she were about to rip out his eyes, but stopped short and buried
her face in her hands. Sobbing began anew.

“How do you think that made me feel,
Michael?” Carrie asked. “To tell me that after all this time? You
didn’t care enough about me to even pretend to care.”

“Stop it. Stop it right now, you bitch!”
Michael found he could face this woman much easier than his wife.
Whatever there was left between them, whatever wasn’t
disintegrating at this very moment, was something strong enough to
make him hold his tongue. Carrie, however, was another matter
entirely. There was no way that Stephanie would have approached
Carrie. It was a stretch for her to even know about her. Sure, she
knew something, but nothing precise. It had to be Carrie. Sniveling
little tramp. “You barge in here. Into my office. And think you’re
queen of the world. That’s your problem; you think you have to have
your way every time.”

Carrie recoiled at that. Hers was a simmering
anger, the polar opposite of Stephanie’s volcanic rage. Like the
way Jack Nicholson goes a little crazy in the movies, silent and
freaking scary, so silent you wished he’d go the hell ahead and
curse and shout. Carrie didn’t have a golden heart—hell, she didn’t
even own a heart locket. Her heart was vengeful, spiteful, and even
cruel when the mood took her. If that evil muscle had been
surrounded by the body of an old crone instead of tender,
delectable flesh, it wouldn’t have been nearly as powerful a
weapon. But when she struck, she drew blood.

“Me, Michael? How about fucking me and her,”
she pointed at Stephanie. “Talking about having your cake and
eating it too. I am not the attacker here, I’m a victim.”

“Like hell.”

“You shut your mouth, you son of a bitch.”
That was Stephanie coming back for another round. “You. I can’t
believe you. You leave me and your daughter alone until all hours
of the night. Whenever you feel like it. You go out and do God only
knows what and when one of your mistresses tries to do the right
thing, you attack her like street trash. You’ve got some
nerve.”

“Try to do right? Are you serious? How many
pills did you take today? God damn, you can see this for what it
is. Can’t you? Revenge. Plain and simple. Who the hell knows if
she’s even pregnant, woman? Did you go to the doctor with her? Huh,
did you?”

“I—” Stephanie started to speak but was cut
off. She was looking at Carrie, her eyes growing large. Michael
looked to see what could possibly have cut her off from her
tirade.

He did see. And wish he hadn’t.

Carrie was in the process of extending her
arms. In her hands was something very shocking. A gun. Not that
guns themselves are shocking, but he just could not fathom one in
the hands of Carrie. It was ludicrous. But no one, especially not
Michael, was laughing. It looked to be a 9 millimeter or maybe even
a .45. It was hard to tell from this angle. This was the second
time in a week he’d had a gun pointed towards him in his very own
office. Michael didn’t like that. Not one little bit. Survival,
rather than pride, thankfully ruled his actions now.

“Carrie? What…what are you doing? Put that
away.” Michael tried to sound assertive, but he believed he was
more afraid of a gun in this woman’s hands than in Jerry’s. At
least Jerry knew how to handle one. Of that much Michael was
certain. But Carrie? Who knew? She looked comfortable with it in
her hands, but with all the violence on-screen and in the media
these days, a two-year-old child could easily display a proper
shooting stance.

“Stay where you are, dear,” Carrie said as he
leaned toward her just a bit. He wasn’t even aware he was doing so
until she’d stopped him. What was he, crazy? It took only three
pounds of pressure to pull that trigger and fire a round down the
barrel, out the muzzle and into his, or Stephanie’s, body. However,
at the moment, the gun was aimed directly between them. If only he
could move fast enough…

“Carrie. Stop it. We didn’t talk about this,”
Stephanie pleaded. Reason had apparently retaken her. From his
periphery, Michael could slowly see anger melting into grave
concern.

“We? We, you hoity-toity bitch? What do you
think, we’re a tag team? You’re as crazy as he said you were.”

Stephanie looked to Michael then. It was in
that look, in that tiny moment of time, which something died that
could never be replaced. Michael knew it and despite the gun
wavering in his direction, he regretted it deeply.

“Oh, don’t look so hurt. He’s a supreme
jackass. There’s no way you could be married to him and not have
figured that out by now. Where do you think he was on your last
anniversary? You know, the one when he gave you the diamond
pendant? He bought me one just like it. And I straddled him like he
was a stallion and fucked him until his eyes rolled back into his
head.”

Stephanie’s lips parted slightly.

“Only my diamonds were bigger.”

A knock at the door. Sallie shouted through
the door, “Mr. Cole. Is everything okay?”

Before Michael could even formulate anything
close to a coherent response, a male voice boomed, “Police, Mr.
Cole. Do you need assistance?” There were many benefits to being
both well-respected and rich in a small town. When you needed the
assistance, it came, as long as, of course, it wouldn’t make anyone
look too bad. Money was a powerful motivator, but rarely did it
surpass the best interests of those who didn’t have to get
involved. When it came to law enforcement cooperation, it was
pretty much a given that except for a high speed chase or a hostage
situation, someone like Michael would be top on the cops’ list.

Panic sparked, for the first time, in
Carrie’s eyes. A loaded handgun and anxiety were not the ideal
combination. The idea of rushing her came suddenly to him, but
before Michael could act on it, it fled, dismissed as a false
stimulant for his already wounded ego. An ego that was already
distressed at the notion that perhaps, he wasn’t the king of the
land.

“Carrie,” he said slowly. True emotion found
its way into his voice. “That’s the law out there. If they bust
through there,” he pointed at the door, “and find you with a gun,
it’s not going to look real good.” He wasn’t patronizing. In fact,
he didn’t want her to be carted away and thrown into a jail cell.
While he was angry with her, enraged actually, he didn’t wish to
see her toppled so completely. “Put down the gun, or give it to me,
and we can all move past this.”

A cruel laugh. Then, “Move…past this.” Carrie
waved the gun over her belly, where deep down inside a life had
begun. “How in the hell do you see us, us three—aren’t we
something? How do you see any of us moving past this Michael?
Because I don’t see how. The best thing is to end it all here.
Right here, right now.”

The courage to act came from somewhere, he
just wasn’t sure where. Michael stepped up, and in front of
Stephanie. “Give me the gun and we’ll talk. All of us,” he glanced
back at Stephanie who nodded but didn’t seem to be looking forward
to that suggestion. Still, it beat death, and they both knew
it.

Carrie, whose eyes hadn’t been all that
focused since entering the room—looking much like Stephanie’s on a
bad day—alarmed Michael when they grew even larger than they
already were.

Softly, almost like silk rustling in a gentle
wind, Carrie said, “This, Michael Cole, is all your fault.”

And then the gun roared, and things got much,
much worse.



 


 


Twenty Two

 


Now


 


“Holy fuck!” Michael shouted.

Stephanie cried out.

The door was kicked open. Two men in uniform
swarmed in. Guns drawn. Benedict’s finest.

But it was all for naught. The time for
action was passed. Things now could not be changed.

The stink of cordite filled the office.

Carrie’s young body fell to the floor.
Ruined. Blood spatters covered walls, rugs, furniture, and a good
portion of both Stephanie and Michael.

It took Michael a scant flicker of time to
comprehend what he had just seen. Smoke still wisped from the
barrel. Carrie’s body had fallen awkwardly; face up, one leg was
twisted wrong, her head lolled to the left. One hand still held the
suicide weapon, the other reaching out, as if for a savior.

One policeman, a tall, stout-looking young
man, rushed towards Michael and Stephanie. He began asking if they
were okay. Michael wasn’t sure what it was that Stephanie said, it
sounded like mere mumbling. For that matter, he wasn’t sure what
he’d said either. Michael looked into the kid’s face. He figured
the boy had come to them to spare himself from dealing with Carrie,
with the body.

Michael recognized the greenhorn’s partner as
Hank Bale, a career beat cop with salt-and-pepper hair cut low. His
face was wrinkled and his gut stuck out and hung over his gun belt.
But he was competent enough, or so Michael thought. Hell, what was
there to do now? Carrie wouldn’t be hurting anyone else,
anymore.

The attack set in slowly but when it came it
crashed over Michael Cole. All the air was suddenly sucked from the
room so completely that Michael’s office was as airless and
oppressive as the dark vacuum between the planets.

The kiddy cop was still talking, but the
words were now a dull droll, no distinct language, Greek to an
Irishman, or so people sometimes said. The room began to spin,
slowly, at first. But with each revolution the speed increased.
Michael feared it just may do so exponentially.

“Excuse me,” he managed, only barely.

He pushed past the cop; past Bale squatted
down at Carrie’s body. Feeling for a pulse. He was stepping to the
door when Carrie’s hand reached out and grabbed his ankle, almost
tripping him.

Michael could say nothing. He began
hyperventilating. He looked down and the hate that filled his
mistress’s eyes was as deep and as deadly as the River Styx. When
she coughed, blood sprayed.

He couldn’t believe she was still alive. If
not for Officer Bale reaching out and pulling her hand free of
Michael’s socked ankle, he would have thought himself careening
down the slippery slope into madness.

What could you expect after shooting yourself
in the stomach? Yes, it could be fatal, but not always quickly.
But, Carrie hadn’t really put a bullet through her stomach had she.
No, she’d put one right into her womb.

That had to say a lot about a person.

When he was freed, Michael shot through the
broken office door. The cops shouted behind him as he passed Sallie
and Vaughn, who was apparently awaiting his appointment with the
boss. They all called for him to stop. Pleading almost. He paid
them no mind. Reaching the stairs, he took them down two and even
three at a time.

Until he was snug in the Porsche, his
frustration building due to the too-busy street, he didn’t even
look back. The streets downtown were unusually wide. Wider even
than a four-lane, but the congestion was horrible.

A mile away, using the rearview, he wiped the
blood from his face as best he could with his hand and a little
saliva.

He didn’t know where he was going, and he
didn’t really care. He just wanted to go. And he was going now.

 


***

 


Stephanie just stared after her husband. He
was leaving, then, he was gone. And she was left alone.

Yes, people were around. Excited, scared,
someone was screaming. Outside the door, Sallie, Michael’s personal
assistant, was sobbing. The cops inside the office were trying
their best to appear professional, but it wasn’t every day that a
Benedict municipal officer handled a case of suicide, especially in
this…manner. But it wasn’t a suicide, not yet. Carrie was still
alive, though just barely.

While the older officer spoke into a cell,
the younger stood away from the dying girl, scribbling in a
notepad. It seemed so very sad to Stephanie. Here was this woman,
this girl, this human being, taking the very last breaths of her
all too brief life and everyone around was doing something else to
avoid having to watch her die. They should be doing CPR, First Aid,
something. Did it matter that it would be useless? Stephanie didn’t
think so, didn’t know how anyone else could. She had more reason to
hate her than anyone else her. She had made love to her husband,
perhaps countless times. She had shared intimate moments that
should only be shared between her and him.

But that didn’t make it any less painful for
Stephanie to watch the life leaking slowly away, the light of her
soul fading into nothing.

Stephanie really wished she had a pill.
Something that would knock her on her ass. Instead, she had to face
this with her mind so clear and her perception so alert and alive
that she found anxiety weighting her down like a tunic of
concrete.

Kneeling, Stephanie reached out and took the
same hand that Carrie had used to reach out for Michael. That fact
was not lost on her. In light of Carrie’s condition, however, that
little snippet of knowledge was relegated to the back of her mind.
The younger woman’s hand was cold, ice cold in her own. Already,
the warmth of her lifeblood was cooling. Speaking slowly, softly,
like hushed velvet, Stephanie asked, “Are you hurting?”

The older officer—Stephanie had seen him
before but couldn’t place him—said, “You really shouldn’t be
talking to her.”

“You do what you have to do, officer. I’ll do
what I have to do.” Catching the harshness in her voice, he nodded
and returned to his phone conversation. All around was pandemonium.
All around except for the space just beyond Stephanie and Carrie.
Two women who had loved the same man. Or at least shared a bed with
him. The universe had quieted around the two. Stars did not shine;
the world did not spin on its axis. The cacophony of distress from
Michael’s staff was silent now or at least fell on deaf ears. Even
the thundering beat of her own heart was lost to silence. Nothing
existed except the sight of this pitiful thing, this torn and
dimming woman.

Carrie opened her mouth. Blood stained pearly
teeth. “I-I…,” she started, but whatever the statement was to be,
there was no air in her lungs, no strength in her body to give it
flight.

“Just be still. An ambulance is on the
way.”

Carrie shook her head, admitting to herself,
most likely, that no matter how soon it arrived, help would be too
late. From some deep reserve, the younger woman found the strength
to squeeze Stephanie’s hand.

“I knew he was married,” she said in a
whisper.

“Shhh,” Stephanie said. “The paramedics will
be here soon. Just rest. They’ll fix you up. You’ll see.”

“No. I need to tell you…I knew he was
married. Married to you…But it didn’t matter…to me.”

Stephanie took a deep breath. She didn’t need
to hear this. Not here, not now. Before she realized it, hot, salty
tears were sliding down her cheeks. “You don’t have to—”

“Yeah,” Carrie said, barely more than a
strong breath. “I do.”

Carrie swallowed hard as if her throat was
swelling. “It didn’t matter then. But…it matters…now.”

Evil thoughts came to Stephanie’s mind.
Terrible and awful as they were, she couldn’t push them away.
Thoughts like, “How dare you? How dare you try to apologize now,
while you lay dying? What, don’t you want to meet your maker with
adultery on your plate? You bitch, you slut! You knew he was
married the first time you laid eyes on him!”

Visions of this woman and Michael, her
husband for crying out loud, in some bed, twisted in the linens,
pleasuring each other with no thought of the hurt, the shame it
would cause anyone else. Lost in the rapture of their lust.

Then, as suddenly as they came, they were
gone. Again, her heart was filled with pity for this person.
Someone, before today, she had never met. A person who had turned
her entire life, and her perception of that life, upside down.
Stephanie was no fool. She had no doubts that Michael was less than
faithful, but knowing something and being confronted with it were
two very different things. Still, pity, empathy, and then sympathy
overtook her.

“I’m…so…sorry,” Carrie said, barely managing
the words before her head fell sideways.

“I forgive you,” Stephanie said, praying the
young woman heard her before she died. And it was the truth. She
did forgive her. Michael Cole, however, was another story
altogether.

 


***

 


News travels fast in a small town. It is
often said that the only thing that beats the six o’clock news is
good gossip. That was as true in the burg of Benedict as anywhere
else on Earth.

Jerry Garrett was sitting in Blum’s Pharmacy,
enjoying a really fine meal of country fried steak and mashed
potatoes. Blum’s was a fixture of Benedict, located on Confederate
Avenue, just down from the tourism office. One of the town’s oldest
shops, Blum’s, as of late, sold more food, cosmetics and keepsakes
than medicine. It was a good thing, you might say. Donald Blum, the
son of the original owner, was just passing seventy-seven and his
eyes and mind weren’t as sharp as they used to be. Blum’s only
registered pharmacist, Don employed a few techs, but no one else
was legally licensed to dispense medication.

He’d heard the sirens a few minutes ago, but
thought little of the obtrusive sound. Where he lived, sirens were
just part of the backdrop. It took less than five minutes for the
people strolling in and patrons answering calls on their cells to
start talking loudly enough about what had happened in the Benedict
building for Jerry to overhear.

“Carrie Franklin…”

“…she just shot the place
up…”

“….a real
tragedy…”

“Cole lit out of there like his rear was on
fire….”

A hundred more conversations like that,
constantly building until the shop was buzzing with it. Some had
moved closer to the window in hopes of seeing something, anything.
There was little chance of that, Jerry reasoned. They were several
streets over from Mike’s office and the routes to either the police
department or the hospital didn’t lead in front of Blum’s.

He flipped a twenty down on the table, wiped
his mouth with a napkin, and left Blum’s. Walking swiftly, but not
fast enough to cause any unwanted attention, Jerry headed for the
scene of the crime. He didn’t know exactly what had happened—it was
crazy to take all the talk back at Blum’s as gospel—but he knew
that whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good for Mike. And what wasn’t
good for Mike, was good for Jerry.

He had to give it to the local law. When he
arrived within a block of Mike’s office, the entire street was
cordoned off with yellow police tape and several uniforms and fire
fighters were standing at the perimeter making sure that anyone
brave enough to cross the tape would think twice about passing them
by so easily.

That was just dandy with Jerry. He would find
out what had happened in due time. Perhaps Carrie was actually
involved. Hell, maybe she even pulled the trigger on Michael
herself. That would be good, but Jerry was already regretting not
doing it himself when he’d had the chance. That was putting the
buggy before the horse, he knew. So far he’d nothing but a bit of
conjecture to go on, but despite itself, his mind ran rampant.

Ten minutes later, there was a commotion at
the front doors. Jerry watched as a gurney was wheeled out by
several paramedics surrounded by other uniformed men and women,
mostly cops and other paramedics, even a firefighter or two. The
form on the gurney was covered in a sheet. The sheet was white,
save for the red blossom of blood soaking through—apparently
Benedict didn’t have an overabundance of body bags.

There was no possible way for Jerry to make
out who lay concealed beneath the sheet. Following the group’s line
of travel, Jerry ascertained the ambulance they were headed
towards—there were several, most likely the town’s entire fleet—and
crossed the street and moved as close as the fearsome police tape
would allow.

Then he moved a bit farther.

Dipping below the tape, he intercepted the
procession as they neared the rear of the ambulance. Two stern
looking men were the only ones doing any work, the rest most likely
hoping a photographer would capture their image for the newspaper
the next morning.

With a daring that that few would even
fathom, Jerry strode right up to the gurney and pulled the sheet
away. A hand knocked him back and a string of obscenities was
directed at him. After looking down, he looked up to the man who
had the gonads to touch him, much less swat away his arm like he
was nothing more than a pest in a field of corn. The gaze had its
effect. The procession carried on, people pushed past him, but the
one who had knocked his hand away said nothing more, in fact, and
he could hardly hold a stare for a second or two. No matter, Jerry
had seen all he needed. It was not Michael Cole beneath that sheet,
dead, lifeless, departed from this world, but Carrie Franklin
looking at peace, that was all.

Then the game was not over. No, not even
close. As a matter of fact, the stakes had been raised and it was
just about to get good.

 


 


Twenty Three

 


Now

 


Without a clear destination, Michael drove
out of the downtown area. Forced to conform to a much slower speed
due to the heavy traffic of lunchtime, he could not use driving as
an escape. His was left with only his thoughts.

It had been foolish to flee the scene. He
knew that. He wasn’t at fault. He didn’t pull the trigger. He
hadn’t killed anyone.

Or had he?

Hadn’t his words, cruel and terrible, been
the catalyst for Carrie’s descent into a suicidal rage? Never
before had she exhibited such morose inclinations. And the shot
into the womb—he couldn’t get that out of his mind. Instead of
calling forth images of picketers outside abortion clinics, it
brought back visions of children wasting away in incubators, of
starving babies in third world countries.

What in the Christ had he been thinking? To
be so utterly cold. Carrie hadn’t been on the take for money. And
even if she had, didn’t the mother of his child, his child, deserve
to raise the child without worrying about how the next bill would
be paid? Was this his legacy? Was this what he had worked his life
for? To ruin lives in his wake like a human hurricane, a wild,
unreasoning force of nature?

So many questions, so few answers.

Carrie. Dead.

It seemed so unbelievable.

She hadn’t been dead when he’d left; she’d
actually reached out for him. But he’d seen that self-inflicted
wound. There was no coming back from that.

To turn the barrel of a gun inwards on
yourself. You had to be in a very dark place to do such a thing.
Once or twice, perhaps, Michael had been in murky places in his
life, but something always kept him from stepping from the murk
into complete darkness. Would something keep him from doing so now,
as his life lay as ruined as Carrie’s young body?

He’d be the scandal of the town. People would
laugh about him. They wouldn’t want to meet his eyes. They’d
consider him a sack of shit piece of humanity. They’d feel pity…and
shame for him. No, they’d be ashamed of him. They would reject
him.

Selfish thoughts, he knew, but didn’t the
Bible itself say “to thine own self be true?”

On the road a man with a poodle scrambled out
of his way. Michael swerved just at the penultimate moment, saving
not only the man but the canine as well.

The Porsche was in familiar territory.
Amazed, Michael stared down his street, not daring to look in the
direction of Wilson Washington, his neighbor of five years. The man
he’d almost run over.

Pulling down the brick street, Michael didn’t
understand that he’d automatically, without any forethought, simply
driven home, albeit in a roundabout route.

Tall houses on either side of the street, the
Porsche purring along. This was all the reaping of his work, a
housing project, a fancy one, sure, but a project just the same.
Just like when he was a kid…

The homes cost millions, more than most
Benedictians earned in their entire working lives, but now, in the
light of recent events, the majestic homes had lost their majesty
somehow. In the sunlight, they were nothing more than structures,
well-planned, made of exquisite materials, but mere structures all
the same.

He passed the Reddicks’ home as he prepared
to use his own drive as a turn around point. He had no interest in
returning home awaiting either the police or Stephanie, or worse,
both.

And then a thought.

Wilson Washington had been alone.

Not all that spectacular in itself. Except
that in his years living here, Michael had never once seen Wilson
walking alone, not, of course, counting the poodle, Tank—an odd
name but who was he to judge.

Michael pulled into his drive, rammed the
gearshift into reverse, and squealed tires as he returned to the
front of the community. Sunlight glinted off the small lake
situated at the front of the property. Wilson Washington, not one
taken kindly to the meeting the business end of an automobile no
matter how exotic and expensive said auto might be, bent low,
scooped Tank into his arms, and made a swift retreat from the
road.

Pulling to the curb, Michael didn’t bother
getting out. Instead he put down the window.

“Wilson, I’m sorry about that just then.”

“Sorry, Cole, sorry? Tank and I were almost
paint for that fancy dancy sports car of yours, y’know.”

“Like I said, Wilson, I’m sorry. My fault,
entirely.”

“Of course.”

“Look, I’m a bit concerned. Have you heard
anything about Ben Reddick?”

A cloud came over Wilson’s face. Not a pretty
sight. Wilson Washington was a prime candidate for plastic surgery,
if there ever was one. The thin, waifish man with silver hair was
pale as a bed sheet and had no disfigurements such as scars or
atrocious blemishes. Still in the same, his face was a study in
ill-proportioning. An overly large, bulbous nose that was as red as
freshly squeezed beet juice, more often than not, eyes that had the
yellowed look of jaundice and white, well-cared-for teeth that had
gone a bit wild in his mouth as if a low-grade explosive had
erupted, pushing each tooth in crazy angles but not damaging them
on an integral level.

“No, Cole. I can’t say as I have. We usually
walk Tank and Sophie together, but for the last week I haven’t seen
hide nor hair of him. Called a few times, stopped by.”

“Could he and Elise be on a trip?”

Wilson seemed to consider this for a moment
before saying, “He could be, I suppose. I’m sure he must be. Just
odd, he never mentioned it before and both vehicles are in the
garage, I checked.”

Bingo.

“Thanks a lot, Wilson.”

“Something wrong?” the old man asked. Michael
didn’t answer. Already the Porsche was in reverse and he was
picking up speed. He sped by the Reddicks’ drive. He fully intended
to check things out over there, but this time he wouldn’t be trying
to fight a gun battle with his fists.

It only took him minutes inside the house.
Thankfully, Mrs. Wylder was still out and Christal was in school.
With Stephanie gone, that left no one to explain to. To Michael,
that was a very good thing, he wasn’t in the explaining mood just
now.

Leaving his drive, he idled down to Ben’s
driveway, thankful there was no gate. At the center of the circle
drive, Michael killed the engine. He just couldn’t believe he
hadn’t thought of this before. The house was not exactly straight
across from his, but from the second story windows, much of the
Cole house and property were visible. Too much it now seemed.

Before exiting his car, Michael scanned the
front of the house, plus the front and side lawns. Nothing appeared
to be amiss, but that meant very little. There would be no blaring
signs or billboards announcing that everything wasn’t peaches and
cream within the house, if that was indeed the case.

Disembarking from the small car, Michael
eased the door shut and silently crept away. There was a
possibility, of course, that he’d been spotted pulling into the
drive. But if by some favor of fate, he’d not been, he saw no
reason to attract attention now.

He’d eased the gun into his waistband, snug
against the small of his back, as he’d stepped out and tried not to
think about its weight riding awkwardly as he moved across the
front of the house. A Kimber 1911 model, a .45, the gun was
intended as more of a showpiece than for any violent means. Chromed
with fine walnut hand grips, it was a fine weapon, or so the dealer
that had sold him the piece had insisted. The only times it had
been fired were at a gun range. Michael had never been big on guns.
That didn’t mean he was against them, only that he’d never had the
use for learning to handle one deftly. His line of work wasn’t
exactly stagecoach robbery, though he knew of more than a few
people that would highly disagree. Yet, he was confident enough in
his abilities that if push came to shove, he would be able to
handle the weapon well enough to protect himself.

If he could reach it in time, that was. Not
only was there a safety issue with placing a gun between your belt
and your body, there was also the consideration that such a place
was not conducive to quick drawing the piece should it be needed
quickly. However, after weighing the options, he chose this a much
more amiable approach than simply toting it in his hand as he
crossed the yard to the front door.

When he found himself at that front door, he
was no longer sure he’d steered himself in the best course of
action. The Reddick house was, in Michael’s mind, an atrocity of
modern architecture. Too many right angles, too many pitches in the
roof, too much ambition to be a monument to Ben Reddick’s success
as retired art dealer from Atlanta. Michael often wondered if he’d
sold art that looked like this house, and if he did, how he ever
kept himself off of the bread-line. That of course, was just his
opinion. The house definitely added an aspect of diversity to the
community. Additionally, who’s to say that Michael’s own home was
not an affront to good stylistic sense?

He realized he was contemplating home design
to avoid thinking about what he might find behind the door of this
house. Despite their apparent strange infatuation with living in a
home that seemed to be shit out the ass of Frank Lloyd Wright’s
evil twin, Ben and Elise Reddick were wonderful, outgoing people
and he was loath to consider something bad happening to either.
Beyond that, he simply didn’t want his suspicions to hold any
merit.

 


***

 


She was in the den when Trista heard the
car’s engine. Dressed leisurely in cotton shorts, tank top and a
sheer housecoat, she padded barefoot over to a window. Though she’d
never seen the Porsche, she recognized its driver well enough, even
from this distance. Michael Cole. Although he lived right across
the street, it would definitely be stretching things too far to
think he was stopping by to borrow a cup of sugar.

Placing the drape back in place, she reached
for her phone weighing down the pocket of her robe. Without looking
at the keypad, she dialed Jerry’s number. After three rings, the
call automatically went to voice mail. Not in the mood to deliver
her lover a sweet little message, she ended the call and tried
again. Once more, voice mail picked up the call.

As she passed the chartreuse sofa, she tossed
the phone. Out of the corner of her eye she saw it bounce once and
fall back in the cushions.

Indecision filled her, but she knew that a
decision had to be made. And made quickly.

A knock came at the door. Completely
expected, yet Trista still started at the sound as it echoed down
the foyer to where she was passing from the den into a larger
corridor.

Why couldn’t Jerry be here when Michael
decided to show up? Was nothing in life easy? The answer was
evident. No.

She tied the robe with the attached belt,
though since it was sheer it would hide very little. And besides,
what was the point in concealment at any rate. They’d been in bed
for many hours together. If there was any part of her body that he
had yet to see, it was purely by mistake. Still, who knew what his
reaction would be when he found her here? It surely wouldn’t be
good. Not after the video. She and Jerry were playing with fire,
and with games of this nature, losing was something that would
happen only once.

But what if she handled things herself? Now
that was a thought, wasn’t it? It would please Jerry to no end to
discover that Michael Cole, his nemesis throughout his entire life,
was neatly wrapped with a big red bow, waiting for him like an
early Christmas present. Oh, how excited he would be.

But she would have to be careful. Oh, yes,
very much so.

Unlike her or Jerry, Michael Cole had a lot
to lose. For some reason, despite the stories she’d been told, he
didn’t seem the type to give up easily. No, no matter what Jerry
had said, Michael Cole was no sheep being led to slaughter. She
doubted Jerry believed that himself. In fact, the only reason he
gave voice to such statements was for her benefit alone. Perhaps he
didn’t think she was committed enough to tackle this scheme without
his constant consolation that their prey was nothing more that a
cowed white collar coward with no courage, no bravery, no balls. If
that was indeed the case, she would simply have to dissuade him of
that assumption.

Taking care of Michael seemed the perfect way
to do so.

As the second round of knocking came, Trista
loosened the belt of her robe, pulled it off her shoulders so that
it hung about her biceps, which were tantalizingly toned, and she
went to answer the door.

 


Twenty Four

 


Then

 


The smell of a grammar school hallway is
never pleasant. As bad as the classrooms were with their perpetual
stench of chalk and pencil erasers, the smell of old flowers drying
too long in the sun, smelly perfumes the teachers always seemed to
wear—at least the female ones—the hallways were always worse. Old
socks and sweaty jock straps, the smell of industrial floor wax the
janitor always seem to be applying. To the teachers, and maybe even
the principal, it might be a combination as heartwarming as apple
pie and honeysuckle, but not to Michael Cole.

There were too many bad memories for him. In
the hall, in the bathroom, in the class, out by the buses. Too
many, too awful. He’d recently come to understand the meaning of
the word nostalgia in English class and at times he wondered if he
would ever feel nostalgic about a place like this. He sincerely
doubted it.

It was early morning, just the second week of
school and already he’d worked out his route. The easiest, safest
way was for Michael to arrive early and get into class before
anyone else. The teachers didn’t lock their doors and after the
custodians pulled the chains off the outside doors, it was smooth
sailing up until about fifteen until seven when the teachers and
staff started rolling in. So far, Mrs. Strite, his homeroom
teacher, had no problem with him getting to his desk earlier than
everyone else. She wasn‘t a very friendly woman, but that was fine
by Michael because spoke very little and didn’t assign him any
tasks that took him outside the classroom. Michael suspected she
knew the reason he arrived before the other students, it was pretty
obvious. He appreciated her for not asking, not probing, and not
lecturing.

But when he stepped into the hallway from the
rear recess yard early this September morning something just felt
wrong.

And it didn’t take long for that wrongness to
present itself.

As usual, the hallway was so silent you could
hear a pin drop, except for the squeak of his rubber-soled tennis
shoes. He passed several classrooms, Mr. MacGruder’s and Mrs.
Kingsley’s. Then, along a run of lockers, he saw them step out of
the boys’ room. Michael immediately tensed his muscles, the ones
underneath the all the layers of fat. His throat went dry. His
heart quickened.

“Morning, fat boy. Funny seeing you here,
huh?” Jerry said. Michael had avoided them so far this school year,
only glimpsing them across the room, down the hall, or in the
cafeteria. His luck was bound to run out one day. Today seemed to
be that very day.

“What do you guys want?” There were three of
them: Jerry, Cliff, and Dale. They’d all sprouted up over the
summer. Thinned out and added about a foot to their height. Hoping
for the same miraculous development, Michael had measured his
height at least once a week all summer long. Unfortunately where
these guys had gained at least a full twelve inches by the looks of
them, he had merely managed a mere four. But he had slimmed down
some, considerably in his opinion. Though the Coles did own a tape
measure, they had no bathroom scale with which he could monitor his
weight as easily as his growth spurt, minimal as it was.

“What do you think we want?” That was Cliff.
Class clown, one of the mean-spirited breed, his voice was the
happy, bouncy, sing-songy kind and it didn’t matter if he was
telling a dirty joke or harassing Mike. Just that voice was enough
to piss you off. To think that he was getting his jollies from
dishing out abuse could ruin a whole morning. “We haven’t pounded
on you for a long time. Looked for you all summer.”

“And it is kinda hard to miss a tub of lard
like you.” That was Jerry, as usual he’d stepped up to take the
lead of his terrible trio.

“Just leave me…alone.”

“Humph, sounds like a reasonable request,”
Jerry said. “What do you fellas think?”

“Not hardly,” Dale said.

“Fat chance,” Cliff said, and snorted a laugh
as he realized the irony in his words.

There was only so much a guy could take.
Everyone had a limit. This summer, at least the last part of it,
Michael had made a friend in Jerry Garrett. Unfortunately, they did
not have the same classes, except for Social Studies and Mr.
Wilkins allowed exactly zero talking. And since school began his
father had been out of work for a month straight and Michael was
only able to avoid him every once in a while. The friendship that
he had silently hoped for, but in his heart of hearts knew it
wasn’t meant to be, like a fantasy in some doorstopper of a novel,
far flung and reality breaking, it did not grow. Since the night at
the overlook, Michael and Jerry had only met up a couple of times,
never for very long. The rebellion that had begun the night of the
two boys’ meeting had not been as success either. For his smart
remark, Michael was only able to walk the next day with the worst
pain he could ever remember, pulsing down his legs and ribs like
his skin was on fire, but it certainly reminded him that silence
is, indeed, a virtue.

But now, after dodging his attackers for the
better part of two weeks, two weeks of sneaking into school and
sneaking home again, only catch grief as soon as he walked through
the door was tearing him up. If a twelve-year-old could have a
nervous breakdown, Michael was quite sure he’d be the one to have
it.

But, as the three spread apart, they cut off
any direction of escape for him except for directly behind him.
Wait, scratch that. Cliff moved beside him, and then to his rear.
Michael kept an eye on him as he did so. He didn’t figure Cliff
would make a move until Jerry did, but you couldn’t be sure about
such things. Jerry could just as easily shout an order to attack,
and then it would be on like a chicken bone.

“Look,” Michael said. He didn’t even realize
he meant to speak until he began, “I’m getting tired of this. All
the time, trying to hide from you guys. For six years, six long
years, I’ve been the butt of all the jokes. People make fun of me,
you hit me, you hurt me, you chase me, and whatever else you can
think to do, just to make my life a living hell.”

“And that means exactly what to us, you fuck
head?” Jerry’s voice was pure acid. That was all it took to break
whatever spell had come over Michael all of a sudden. Because as
quickly as the courage had come, it fled.

Michael swallowed, unsure of how to
proceed.

“I think it means he’s tired of you assholes.
But if you got a blackboard, I’ll spell it out for you. If you can
read, that is.” Jerry’s nostrils flared. Dale looked over Mike’s
shoulder. Michael recognized the voice, but was so shocked to hear
it right now, in this empty hallway, that he wanted to jump for
joy.

“Who the hell are you?” Jerry asked.

“I could ask you the same thing,
shit-for-brains.”

“Look,” Jerry started, but there was
something in his voice, something that just didn’t belong. “I don’t
know who the fuck you are, but this is none of your business. If
you know what’s good for you, you’ll hurry along like a good little
bitch.”

“Such language. Why, if your mother heard you
speak like that, she’d probably be washing your mouth out with a
bar of soap for a week.”

“I wouldn’t talk about my mom if I were you,
man.” Michael failed to see how the remark was in any way a slight
against Jerry’s mother, but then again, Jerry wasn’t the sharpest
tool in the shed when it came to dialogue.

“Talk about her,” Jerry said. He passed so
coolly by Cliff and came shoulder to shoulder with Michael that he
could have been an ghostly spirit floating instead of walking, “I
wouldn’t dare say anything bad about her. She might not give up
that pretty little snatch of hers next time, if I did.”

It was awesome to watch. Purely awesome. It
was like an H-Bomb went off inside Jerry’s head. His eyes filled
with fire, his cheeks reddened to crimson bags. When he swung on
Jerry, it was like watching a movie in slow motion. As the
ham-sized fist sailed towards him, Jerry, almost carelessly,
sidestepped. Grabbing the arm by the wrist with one hand as it
whizzed past, he raised it up over his head and stepped in towards
Jerry, twisting the wrist as he did so. Jerry went down, hard.

“STAY BACK!” Jerry shouted. It was like the
growl of an angry beast, and it echoed throughout the hall. “Take
one more step and I break his arm.” Jerry gave his victim one more
twist to emphasize the fact. Jerry, big, bad, King Bully himself,
cried out in pain. And there was something else besides pain: fear.
It was possible. It was possible for this mean, cruel boy to know
fear of his own, to wear it close to him like an undershirt, so
close that the stench of it filled his nose, filled his brain.

For a moment, Cliff and Dale looked like they
didn’t care at all whether or not Jerry’s arm was broken like a
stick. The idea of that big, hefty arm snapping like a skinny piece
of dried wood didn’t matter much to Mike, but he thought Jerry’s
cronies would have been a little more concerned. Then Jerry saw the
other two inching closer in his direction, and he did exactly what
he had to do. Instead of letting go and turning tail—which, Michael
hated to admit, was probably what he would do—Jerry grabbed hold of
that arm, his face contorted in exertion, and completed a full turn
of Jerry’s wrist. The snap sounded just like Michael thought it
should and would. Like a very dry twig snapping into.

And then the screaming started. Jerry
bellowed like a stick of dynamite had been shoved up his butt-hole
and exploded. Scared that a teacher or old man Crowley, the head
janitor, might show up, the two no-longer-bullying bullies took off
like a shot.

“I think we’d better follow their cue,” Jerry
said, stepping over the pained Jerry without even bothering to look
down. Grabbing Michael by the hand, they made a quick getaway out
the doors to the recess yard and then took off running. There was
little fear of running into Cliff and Dale. The two dimwits,
instead of fleeing to the safety of woods, they ran deeper into the
bowels of the grammar school.

Boy, could Jerry run. The speed that he was
capable of reminded Michael of the comic book hero The Flash.
Falling behind from the word go, Michael was lightheaded and
feeling really faint as he reached the chain-link fence at the
outer limits of the yard. As Michael stooped over trying to scoop
air into his lungs, Jerry merely leaned back on a heavy oak that
now shielded them from the schoolhouse.

“You’re gonna get in a whole heap of trouble
for that,” Michael said.

Jerry looked at him for a moment. “You’re
welcome.”

“Thanks.”

“Not a problem,” Jerry said, his trademark
grin in full evidence. “You do know, however, they’ll be back on
you pretty soon.”

“Yeah, like white on rice.”

Jerry nodded. “You’re going to have to—”

“Stand up to them?” Michael asked, trying his
best to sound like that wasn’t the craziest thing he’d ever heard,
but failing miserably.

“Yeah. That, in there,” he pointed towards
the building at the other end of the yard, “Was…a temporary
reprieve. When they come next, it will be brutal.”

“I can take brutal.”

“I know that, Mike. I know you can. You have
to. But the question is: Can you dish it out, too?”

“What do you mean?”

Jerry leaned up against the fence, checked
his watch. He nodded his head towards school, indicating it was
time to head in. Michael supposed he was right. The school would be
filling up now. For the last few minutes they’d been hearing the
screech of bus brakes and the murmur from beyond the building, the
sound of kids dreading another day of class. “What I mean, Mike,”
Jerry said when they’d started on their way, “is that the time for
running and hiding is over with.”

“Hold up,” he said a bit too aggressively. He
liked Jerry, but he couldn’t swallow what he was accusing him of.
“You make it sound as if I like doing those things. That I like
being a chicken.”

“I never said that, amigo. But enough is
enough. And there’s always a time to stop running. Here, right
now—this should be your time.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“It very well may be. But that doesn’t change
a thing. Remember, Mike, whoever told you life was fair, well, he
was full of shit. Regardless of how easy or hard it may be, it’s
something you’ve got to do. When they see someone besides you stand
up for Michael Cole, you think that’s gonna help? Not even a
little.”

“Then why did you do it?” They were halfway
across the playground, but Michael slowed a bit. He was and he
wasn’t ready for this conversation to be over. He needed to hear
Jerry’s words, but they were hard on the ears, too.

“Because I like you, Mike. And you’re my
friend. That’s what friends do. They stand for each other, no
matter what.”

Michael nodded understanding, but feared what
would come next. He took a deep breath, wishing they were already
inside the hallway of the school instead of thirty feet away.

“Wouldn’t you have done it for me?” And there
it was, he knew it would come.

“I-if I could.”

“Uh-huh.” Michael didn’t like the sound of
that.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jerry grabbed him by an arm stopping him dead
in his tracks. “You can.”

“Can what?”

“Do it. All you have to do is want to.”

“Not this again, I already told you—”

“Stop it with that shit. If I did it for you,
then you have to do it for me. Before I know you can do it for me,
though, you have to stand up for yourself.” Jerry was talking
nonsense, but something in his words, in his very voice thrilled
him. Whether it was the prospect of freeing himself from the
never-ending wrath of his tormentors, or just the electric sizzle
in the other boy’s voice, Michael was hooked. If Jerry believed in
him…

“Okay,” Michael said, “I will.”

Jerry studied his face, right there on the
stoop of the school. Then, after a heartbeat that stretched into
forever, “That simple?”

It wasn’t that simple, of course, but there
was no way he was going to let Jerry down. He was sure of that.
Somehow, he would make him proud. Why this boy’s respect meant so
much, was so very important, was a feeling that Michael couldn’t
put his finger on. But it did mean so much, was so very
important.

“Yeah, that simple.” Somehow, Michael would
come through.

From that moment, when they stepped into the
hallway together, Michael carried himself a bit taller, his
shoulders a little broader. It wasn’t like the night he’d talked
back to his father. That had been a fleeting feeling of pride. This
was the real thing.

They walked side by side, shoulder to
shoulder, Michael and Jerry, brothers-in-arms.

As Michael stepped into the doorway of Mrs.
Strite’s classroom, he found that he and Jerry were trying to pass
inside at the same time.

“Where you going?”

“Oh, I must have forgotten to tell you. I had
my dad call the principal. I’ve had my schedule changed.”

“To what?”

“Uh…the same as yours.”

Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy and the Easter
Bunny were real, and they had all come to visit Michael this
morning. “Really?”

“Yeah, man. I’ve been bored out of my gourd
since the first day. Now, I have someone to hang with.”

“Cool,” was all that Michael could say. The
grin on his face was as large as the Pacific.

 


 


 


Twenty Five

 


Then

 


Later came sooner. Much too soon for Mike’s
liking.

Oh, it was a couple days after the events at
school the morning, the incident concerning the snapping of a
certain cretin’s wrist. But it was way before Michael had hoped it
would be.

He was alone. Isn’t that how it always
happened? It was a Saturday, and he and Jerry had been planning all
week on heading to the park to play a game of baseball. Sports were
another thing, among many, that Michael just had no talent for. But
to hang out with Jerry, he’d go cliff diving in Acapulco.

Unfortunately, just yesterday Jerry had come
down with a high fever and had to leave school early. He didn’t
think he’d be showing up at the park today, and he was right.

But instead of heading home, Michael decided
to stay and practice a little—God knew he needed it—before trying
to compete with Jerry. If you’ve never played baseball by yourself,
it’s a frustrating activity. You either toss the ball up and swing
your bat at it, or you toss the ball up and catch it with your
glove. Since Michael didn’t own a glove, only a worn wooden bat and
a scuffed ball, he chose the hitting. The bad thing about knocking
the ball with the bat, when he was lucky enough to actually hit the
darned thing, was that you had to chase the ball down—not a very
fast-paced exercise, but exercise just the same, something he got
pitifully little of.

Things actually went well for quite a while.
The chill of morning gave way to the warmth of mid-day and then
noon. Michael hadn’t brought any snacks and only took water from a
nearby fountain. By one in the afternoon he was hitting the ball
more times than not and got a good thrill out of doing so. If he
kept up this degree of improvement, he’d be going out for the
junior high team, he kidded himself.

Alas, as always happens, the glory of a rose
gives way to the prick of thorns. The ball was high, lost in the
faded blue canopy of a late September day. He had the handle of the
bat choked. He tucked down his lead shoulder and a split second
before he was to snap the bat outwards, a hard, blunt object
attacked his middle back. Careening forward, he tried his best not
to fall face-first into the grass. And naturally he managed to do
just that, but then rolled over quickly.

Cliff and Dale peered down at him with their
faces all scrunched up, and laughing like hyenas sharing a joke
between themselves. Personally, he saw nothing the least bit funny.
Then again, they hadn’t asked his opinion.

“Hey faggot,” Clint sneered. “Playing with
your balls?”

“Are stroking your pole?” Both laughed as if
they’d been smoking wacky weed.

“Go away,” Michael told them. He might as
well have been speaking to the man on the moon for all the good it
did.

Even in Cliff, the renowned class clown,
there was no humor. “No. I don’t think so. You see that boyfriend
of yours put a bad hurting on our friend. We thought it was high
time we return the favor.”

Then Dale added, “Yeah, I mean, what kind of
buddies would we be if we let something like that go
unanswered?”

“The kind that get to walk away.” Michael
almost turned to see who’d spoken those words. Hell, Cliff and Dale
almost did the same thing. It took his saying the same words again
before Michael realized that it was he who had spoken so brazenly.
And then he swallowed hard, his throat constricting. He just wrote
a check that he didn’t have a chance of cashing.

Or did he?

“Oh, now you’re a comedian. Is that it?”

“Dale, I think our buddy here only thinks
he’s a comedian.”

“Seems like the thing we oughta do, is show
him something really funny. Agree?”

“Yep. I truly do, my friend.”

They started towards him. He raised the bat.
He’d already written one check he had to pay up for, why stop now,
he reasoned.

“What you gonna do with that bat, fatso?”
Dale challenged.

“Take one more step and find out.” The
afternoon was beautiful and because of that, people were in the
park. Lots of them. But, as always, none seemed very interested in
Michael’s plight. They sauntered on by, perhaps thinking the trio
of boys was involved in play. Maybe it was play for Dale and Cliff,
but nothing close to that for Mike.

Thinking that Michael was only fooling, Dale
stepped forward. Michael swung the bat with all his might. The end
of the bat connected with Dale’s shoulder. It wasn’t a snap, but a
deep sickening thud. Michael felt the vibrations wobble down the
solid wood into the palms of his hands. But even as Dale’s eyes
widened with first surprise, then pain, Cliff’s widened in
anger.

Michael moved before either of the other two
boys, anticipating pursuit. He was right. The bat forgotten,
Michael broke into an all out run. The mantra of no running, no
hiding that he’d practiced over the last several days, lay
forgotten at the bottom of his mind like discarded trash in the
gutter of a dirty street.

Now the park-goers noticed the boys, gawked
at them actually, but Michael saw not one friendly face among them.
So he did the only thing he could; he ran as fast as his legs would
carry him.

The city park, named only recently the Sam
Checkett Park, after one founding father or another, was not known
for its humongous size. Only about twenty acres, it was rather
small by most city park standards. However, Benedict was quite
small itself and that being taken into consideration, Checkett Park
was relatively large. Bisected by two thru-roads, the east section
was the playground area with swings, monkey bars, slides and small
climb-ons for the younger kids. The west side was set up with the
tennis court and basketball courts. The far north end was where the
two large baseball/softball fields were constructed, which left the
middle section for the walking trails and the open meadow in which
Michael had been whiling away the day. Beyond the north section,
past the baseball diamond and even the outfield, laid the pond.
Unnamed, the small body of water was of an insufficient size to
warrant a name, which meant, as Michael soon discovered, that it
was basically an overgrown mud puddle.

Whatever came over Michael to head for water
instead of running into the city beyond the park’s borders was
beyond him. He only realized he’d done so when he was ankle deep in
water and still heading deeper. Though the sun had grown warm, as
had the day, the water was cool and it stung at his ankles, then
his knees, then his thighs. He heard splashing behind him. Cliff
was at the water’s edge, Dale just beyond. The bat hadn’t seemed to
take too much out of him. That or his adrenaline was warding off
the pain for the moment. Michael understood adrenaline. That
mysterious but all too handy, wonder drug had kept him alive more
times than he could count. Like now, for instance, his heart
thundered, his blood raged, his body felt alive and wild, and the
fight against fear was, so far, going his way.

And then his footing was gone. Mike’s head
bobbed below the surface, his whole body falling, falling. He arms
flayed wildly. He fought against his descent like a maniac, but he
didn’t rise.

He sank deeper and deeper.

 


 


Twenty Six

 


Now

 


“Michael,” she said. Her voice warm silk.

He barely glanced up as he stepped past
her.

“What are you doing?” She’d begun courteous
and kind, but his brashness tipped her balance. She spun, the robe
billowing with breeze. What she turned to face was not a raging
Michael Cole but a very mean looking gun, and she was staring right
down the barrel of it.

“I think I’m the one who’s going to be asking
the questions.” He nudged the gun closer to her. Trista was not
normally a nervous woman, but very few people would feel as
courageous as a lion in a situation like this. “Where’s Jerry?”

“Jerry who?”

His anger visibly swelled to a new level.
“Get off it, bitch. Here and now, get off it. I just saw a woman
put a bullet in her own stomach. To kill herself and my baby. My
wife has the blood on her face. I’m not in the mood for bullshit.
Now, if you don’t want to end up exactly the same way, start
talking. NOW!”

There was just enough lunacy in him right now
for Trista to believe he wasn’t bluffing. Under ordinary
circumstances, she was quite confident that Cole didn’t possess the
ability or inclination for severe violence. If what he said was
true, however, he may just be willing to take a life.

“He’s not here.” There was no use in
lying.

Before she realized what he was doing,
Michael reached out and grabbed her hair, yanking painfully. He
threw her into a wall. He had the gun at the base of her skull and
a knee pressed painfully into the center of her thigh.

“You fucking whore!” She could feel his spit
as it sprayed on her neck. “I don’t know what you and your
boyfriend think you’re up to. But you have just fucked up really,
really bad.”

“I promise you it wasn’t supposed to be like
this. No one was supposed to get hurt.” Again, no use in lying.
Trista felt that the truth would be her best defense. And that was
the truth. Trista had anticipated a little trouble from this man.
But nothing she or Jerry couldn’t handle. They thought Michael a
rational man, a family man. A man who, when faced with a ruined
life, would quickly acquiesce, hand over the money. And then they’d
be gone like thieves in the night. Sipping umbrella drinks in the
Caribbean. Easy money.

In light of Michael’s mood, that had been one
hell of a mistake.

Death, whether suicide or murder, raised too
many questions. Questions that Trista didn’t want to be around to
try and answer.

“I don’t know anything about a girl shooting
herself. I promise. Please, let go. You’re hurting me.”

“Hurt?” Michael asked. “Hurt? You want to
know hurt?” Pulling her by the hair of the head as if he were
trying to pull each and every single strand free, he yanked her
from the wall and slung her, hard, down to the cold tile flooring.
Her knees hit first and then her elbows, which stopped her from
clobbering her face into the hard surface.

“Stop it,” she screamed, “Stop it!” She
wheeled around on the floor, planting her rump and scooting back on
bruised knees and busted elbows. Her robe had fallen away and her
thin blouse and panties were exposed.

“Stop it? Trista, I haven’t even got started
yet. With one hand still on the gun, he plucked his cell from his
pants pocket and tossed it to her. “Call him. Tell him to
come.”

She swallowed. Her throat was tight and her
chest heaving in fear. She had to think, and fast.

“Pick up the phone, Trista.” The gunshot
ricocheted through the foyer, sharp bits of dust flew from her
left, stinging the flesh of her arm and face. “You bastard.”

“That’s your only warning.”

She reached for the phone, picked it up, but
instead of bringing it to her ear, she began to stroke her inner
right thigh. “I could do that…or we could do something else.” With
the bottom lip of the phone she pried down the waistband of her
panties, swaying the telecommunications device seductively. “What
do you say?”

He said nothing.

 


 


***

 


 


She was a tramp to the very core, Michael
suddenly understood. From the very molecular structure that formed
her, Trista was nothing but a pure-D slut. Still, he could only
imagine the pleasure that was his for the taking.

Damn it. He had to think rationally. What she
and the motherfucker Jerry had done was beyond coming back from.
And no offer of a good lay, okay a great one, would change the fact
that his girlfriend lay dead, his seed ruined, his wife witness to
his darkest secrets and his life. How would he ever resurrect his
life, his world?

Could it even be done?

But neither lust personified lying on the
floor doing her very best to seduce him nor the anger and despair
he felt at the events back at the office would correct the problem
at hand. If the damage could not be repaired, and that was a
definite possibility, then his next move should be to ensure that
no further damage be wreaked upon him. And he’d make damn sure of
that just as soon as Jerry Garrett darkened the door of this
house.

The realization that he had not once, even
for a moment, considered the state of Ben and Elise struck him,
jolted him, actually. Where were they? Tied up, bound in a room
deep within the house? Away on an unforeseen trip? Could Jerry and
this beauty be so shrewd as to have the Reddicks, a couple surely
unknown to either of them, meet an untimely end just for the
convenience of their home? A silly question, really. At this late
date, Michael would be neither surprised nor appalled at any action
his former best friend took. There was no way to tell. And only one
way to find out.

“Ben Reddick, his wife, where are they?”

It was at that moment that Michael knew this
woman was pure evil. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t smile, not
so much as grin. But the way her eyes closed almost imperceptibly,
narrowing as if focusing on something delectable at a great
distance, the way that her stunning green eyes cleared to the point
of translucency, it was evident that whatever had been done to the
Reddicks had brought her immense joy.

The gun pushed towards her again, however,
dispelled any notion that he was interested in neither her erotic
ability nor her fascination at her memories. “Tell me, where are
they?”

Smile still on her face, she replied, “In
bed,” and then she laughed. The sound was so joyful, it felt as
out-of-place as a preacher in a strip joint.

Michael reached down, pulling her up by her
arm and thrusting her forward. “Lead the way.”

“My, aren’t you the perfect gentleman,” she
said as she started walking down the hall. Mounting the stairs,
Michael stepped in close behind her. The robe only came down to the
top of her buttocks. The crack of Trista’s delectable ass seemed to
dance in front of his face, even through the thin fabric of her
panties. It was amazing how, even at a time like this, the urges of
the flesh were so powerful a distraction.

On the landing she led him to a doorway,
pushing it open to reveal a narrow run of steps, presumably to the
attic. Suddenly, investigating of the whereabouts of his neighbors
didn’t seem like a stroke of genius. The attic stank of a foul odor
of cardboard, wet and rotting, and something worse, perhaps a rat
or squirrel caught in the walls, dead.

Noticing his hesitation, Trista said,
“Something wrong?” Then, “You’re not scared are you? Big man with a
big gun.”

“Just keep going,” Michael instructed, the
gun never wavering from her back.

She winked at him. “Sure thing, sweetie pie.
Your wish is my command.” She did as she was told and they reached
the top in short order, the top being a large unfinished area
reaching into darkness on either end. The floor was simple OSB
board. Trista stepped up and was quickly swallowed by the murk.
Rushing in behind her, Michael almost tripped over his own
feet.

“No lights up here?” Michael asked, as he
came up to her where she stood still.

Busy waving a hand around in the air, she
replied, “A pull cord somewhere around…here.” She yanked down on a
string and a bare bulb sparked to life, revealing nothing but the
floor and pasteboard boxes stacked one on top of another.

“This better not be a dead end.”

“You think I brought you all the way up here
just to make it easier for you to hide my body after you kill me?
Give me some credit, Michael,” she said. The way she said his name
so eloquently nagged at him.

“Then where are they?”

“Grab a box and help me. You’ll see.” Instead
of lending a hand, he merely watched as she labored to unstuck
several large, but apparently light, boxes. And boy, was it a
sight. A drop-dead gorgeous Dominican hottie in an extremely sort
robe and panties doing menial labor at gunpoint.

With a section of the wall of boxes taken
down, a dark niche was revealed. Michael peered in as Trista walked
in. There was something in there. Something all too well hidden by
the darkness. Placing his hand on Trista, he stopped her and
stepped closer.

“Oh, shit.”

 


***

 


She was numb, like she’d been standing on a
frozen lake but fallen through a crack, her body suddenly immersed
in sub-freezing water, confusing her nerve endings. But it was more
than just Stephanie’s body that was numb; it was also her mind. The
simplest thoughts that she attempted to gather spiraled away,
zigzagging and out of control. Her hands shook as if of their own
accord.

And the stares…

All eyes were on her as she was led, first
out of the office and then out of the building. She told herself
they were kind looks, compassionate glances, but she wasn’t
convinced. It was human nature to be curious, to be interested,
when one of their own took their life. But also was it human nature
to expect the worst and assume evil lived in everyone’s heart. God
only knew what everyone was thinking. She should have been thinking
that it didn’t matter what was on their minds, but the part of her
that had for so long been the town’s queen socialite feared what
the populous now thought, or even worse, knew, about her.

Miles Jackson, Benedict’s chief of police,
Michael’s attorney, Carlton Vickers and Andrew Crowe, the man
Michael trusted the most, led her from the horror of the young
woman’s suicide into a waiting car. As she stepped in, amidst the
throng of people that had gathered not only around the building,
but up and down the street, she realized she didn’t even know whose
car she’d just sat down in.

It didn’t matter.

The flash of the gunshot, the blood spraying
from the point of impact, the way her body folded in on itself so
quickly, so suddenly, like the collapse of a mighty building
imploding in fast forward. And God how she’d held on to the woman’s
rapidly cooling hand. It had all happened so quickly, and now her
entire life was changed.

When Carrie had first stopped by this
morning, she knew as soon as she greeted her, what she was there to
tell her. And when Carrie spoke, Stephanie had been ready to claw
out her eyes, pluck them from her skull and mash them into a
gelatinous mess in her bare hands, and then to go on to rip the
vocal chords from her throat. Thankfully, good sense interceded
even as her anger rose to a dizzying height.

She’d cried. She’d screamed. She’d pleaded
for Carrie to tell her it was all a lie. She had cracked right down
the middle. And she’d done it in her own home, in the presence of
the woman her husband had chosen, invariably, over her.

Still, the blight of Carrie’s death was
something that she would not have wished on her, not really. Oh, if
it hadn’t actually happened she would have loved to sit back and
think about it, to daydream, to fantasize about her being the one
to end not only the young tramp’s life but Michael’s as well. But
that would only have been in her notions; never, ever, would she
have ended Carrie’s life. As for Michael, now that was quite a
different matter. Carrie hadn’t vowed to love and honor, and to
place no one else above her. No, that bastard Michael Cole had done
the vowing and he’d been lying through his perfectly capped teeth
ever since.

A driver slipped behind the wheel and the
engine started. Stephanie barely glanced up as the car pulled away
from the curb.

“Trying day, Mrs. Cole?” Stephanie didn’t
recognize the voice, but still something in it chilled her.

“Excuse me. Who are you?” She was alarmed to
be in a car driven by someone she didn’t know, but no way in hell
was she, after seeing a suicide take place before her very eyes,
going to let it show.

“Relax, ma’am. I’m an old friend of your
husband’s.”

“Well Michael’s not here and I don’t know
you, so if you’ll kindly pull over, I’ll be exiting the
vehicle.”

“No, no. I don’t think so. I plan to take a
nice little drive and I think you’ll make great company.”

“What are you, crazy?”

“Now, now, Stephanie—you don’t mind if I call
you that do you—that’s no way to speak to an old friend of the
family.”

“This is kidnapping. That’s exactly what this
is.”

“If you say so. I’m not about to argue the
point.”

Though traffic was sparse, they were still
well within the city limits. Stephanie pulled on the door handle
but found it locked. Likewise, the windows.

“Child safety measures. You got to love
technology.”

“Listen, whoever you are, the best thing for
you to do is stop this car. Stop it this instant.”

For the first time the driver looked up so
Stephanie could get a good look at him in the rearview. He was
rugged and the muscles beneath his facial skin looked strong, taut.
From just his face, Stephanie could tell he was a very powerful
man, but not in any kind of sexual or attractive way. No, it was
more along the wife-beating redneck ways. “I don’t know what you’re
doing or what you want. But kidnapping is a federal crime.”

“Let me ease your nerves a bit, Stephanie.
Kidnapping is the least of my plans for you.”

That sent her over the edge. She leaned up
and reared back to strike the side of his head, but something big
and shiny stopped her. A very long, very sharp-looking knife.

“I have a pistol as well. However, that’d be
the last resort. A blade is so much quieter. Draws far less
attention. So sit back and think about it. You may, perhaps, get
one good swing in on me. One hard enough to make you feel like
you’ve actually taken control of your destiny, of your life. But
what happens after that? Huh?”

The driver turned his head then. She caught
his profile. It looked just as rugged as it had in the mirror,
except even more so. “I’ll tell you what,” he said as he held the
knife up for her to inspect again. It was a fixed blade weapon, not
a hunting or pocket knife, but a true weapon. The blade had to be
over six inches long. The sunlight glinted off the steel, blinding
her. “I’ll carve your ass up like a Christmas turkey. That’s
what’ll happen. You see,” he went on, “I’ve always had an affinity
for knives.”

The driver paused, letting that sink in.

Stephanie was finding it harder and harder to
breathe, like there was an elephant standing on her chest. She
would have thought it was the onset of a heart attack if she wasn’t
so accustomed to anxiety.

She reached for her purse, her phone, but it
wasn’t there.

How had she forgotten her purse? And then she
remembered she’d left it in her car. Carrie had followed her from
home to Michael’s office and she’d been so ready to confront her
husband that her purse and even her phone were at the bottom of her
list of priorities. Now, that forgotten cell phone could mean the
difference between life and death for Stephanie Cole. And she knew
it. Besides the phone, the purse also contained her pills. Not full
prescriptions of her various medications but a few of each, from
Prozac to lithium. And if she had no way to defend herself, no
weapon, no phone, the pills could have made everything okay, or if
not okay, at least seem better.

“What’s wrong, Stephanie? Itching for a
high?”

With that her eyes shot up. She was taken
aback that he had picked up on her thoughts so easily, it was
disturbing. “What did you say?” she asked, a little too
defensively.

“A high, Steph, a buzz. It’s been what, a
couple of hours since you last swallowed a little piece of heaven?
According to your habits, you’re due. Especially considering the
circumstances.”

“You don’t what you’re talking about.” She
turned away from him, looking out her window. She breathed in
deeply as the business section of Benedict faded away, and with it
the little traffic that had remained. Things were getting worse by
the second.

“Denial. Haven’t you heard that admitting you
have a problem is the first step on the road to recovery?”

“Fuck you.”

“How eloquent.”

She lost it then. She started kicking against
the back of the front seats, banging against the windows the back
glass. She thrashed as if she were fighting an invisible foe.

“Stop it,” the man shouted. Stephanie barely
heard him, for now she was in a world of her own. Apparently the
glass used to construct car windows was made of very stern stuff.
As hard as she smacked it, it just didn’t give.

“Did you hear me? I said stop it.” Stephanie
fought against the glass, against the door, even against the seats
with all the fire that burned within her. It just wasn’t
enough.

The car pulled to the side of the road. It
wasn’t a curb; they were already outside the town limits. As he
threw the car up in to park, the man said, “You know, the smart
thing would have been to throw a show like that when someone might
have been looking.” He unlocked the door locks and just as
Stephanie was about to take advantage, he pulled open her door and
reached in for her. “Out here, no witnesses. Good for me, bad for
you.” The man grabbed her by the collar of her blouse. Despite
flailing her arms and trying to make contact with her sharp
fingernails, he was undeterred. Yanked towards him, Stephanie
barely had enough time to glimpse the balled-up fist coming her way
before the impact came and she saw stars dancing in front of her
eyes, and then…only darkness.

 


 


 


Twenty Seven

 


Then

 


The water burned Mike’s lungs as he breathed
the green, icky water as if it was pure oxygen. He had no choice.
His body screamed for air and its natural instinct to simply open
the mouth and take it in overpowered his common sense.

Though his eyes were closed tight against the
pond water, pinpricks of white-hot light shimmered behind his
eyelids and he felt his body, even in the buoyancy of the water,
grow heavy. Michael knew not only his lungs but by proxy, his blood
was being deprived of oxygen, and he had but scant seconds left
before he drowned.

He had one simple thought: I will not die a
coward.

His feet touched down on the slimy bottom,
the mud instantly sucking in his shoes. Michael made a desperate
move then: bending at the knees, using what little energy he still
possessed, he jumped as hard as he could. Surprisingly, instead of
continuing to sink down into the muck of the pond floor, he began
to rise. He worked his arms, scissored his legs, and opened his
eyes. Darkness surrounded him, but up ahead, above him, the
darkness was broken by sunlight shimmering through the water’s
surface.

Maybe a foot before he reached the water’s
surface, the line between life and death, the fear that he wouldn’t
be able to make it taunted him, but then dissipated as he broke
through. Once atop instead of below, he purged the nasty green
liquid from his lungs, gagging horribly. He dogpaddled to the edge,
drinking in the warm air and sunshine as if it were golden honey,
which it wasn’t, it was something much, much better: it was
life.

Michael swam—if you could really call it
that—as far as he could. When his elbows and knees hit a shallow
bottom, he started crawling, scratching into the soft ground with
his fingers, and actually pulling himself from the water. Once he
made it to the pebbled edge, he collapsed face first onto the
ground, thankful that for just this once his prayers had been
answered.

Which, as it turned out, was a bit
premature.

One kick rolled him over on his back and both
boys were on him. Cliff, straddling him, began punching while Dale,
to the side, pulled something from his jeans pocket.

A fist to the cheek, the chest, and the ribs.
The punches weren’t all that hard, true enough, but Michael knew
his body was close to the breaking point. And then he saw what Dale
had fished from his pocket. The sunlight danced off of it like a
knife blade, but no, this was no knife. With a flick of his thumb,
Dale popped back the top of a Zippo lighter. One more flick of the
thumb ignited a flame from the lighter.

“Let’s fry some fat, Cliff,” Dale
laughed.

“Better than bacon,” the other boy huffed, in
between punches.

Despite his struggles, Michael couldn’t knock
the boy from off of him. Dale moved closer, malice dancing in his
eyes just like sunlight on his intended weapon of torture.

Mike, whose hands had been deemed safe and,
therefore, not held down, made a fist of his own and swung toward
Dale. Miserably, the strike didn’t even come close.

“Fucker,” said Cliff and pinned his knee in
the crook of Mike’s left arm, leaving only his right free. Dale
brought the Zippo so close to the Mike’s face that he could see the
logo, worn by age and use, across its front, could see the flame,
almost an inch high, swaying lazily in the little breeze that
blew.

“Face or dick?” Dale asked his
partner-in-crime.

Cliff, who had taken a small break from
clobbering Mike, seemed to consider the options, but only briefly.
“I would say burn his pecker off, but I doubt he’ll ever use it
anyway. So we might as well give him a burn everyone can see, even
though I don’t think we can make him any uglier.”

“You got a point there, good buddy.”

As the conversation continued, Mike, with but
one free arm began struggling anew, trying to somehow scratch
himself free of this predicament as he’d done in the pond. He
didn’t move an inch, but his fingers found something useful and
clenched on.

Cliff put a strong hand up under Mike’s chin
and squeezed his jaw with a thumb and forefinger. “Hold still you
little faggot.”

“Yeah,” Dale said, “we’re going to make you
pretty.” And the lighter came closer.

When the flame was so close to Mike’s face
that he could feel the heat, actually feel the sting of the fire,
he took action.

The rock was the size of a large, ripe
tomato. Unlike the red vegetable, it didn’t mush when slammed into
the side of Cliff’s head. It was more like Cliff’s head did the
mushing. Swear to God, Michael thought he could actually hear the
side of the bully’s head give way as he finished the arc of his
swing.

Surprised by the retaliation, Dale jumped
back, lost his footing and slammed down hard on his rear, the
lighter flying from his grasp. Cliff was nothing but a big rag
doll. The rock had instantly knocked him unconscious, but he still
straddled Mike, only now his upper body was leaning over onto the
ground. A hard shove corrected that and Michael was on his feet. As
he moved towards Dale, he gave Cliff a kick to the ribs, one just
like he’d suffered so many times. He found that the click of his
shoes against the bastard’s side gave him a satisfaction unlike any
he had ever known before. He so desperately wanted to deliver
another, but at this exact moment, there were more pressing
concerns.

Dale was fighting his shock from seeing his
friend defeated so swiftly. But he wasn’t on his feet yet and
Michael was quick to use that to his advantage. With the rock still
gripped as tight as a lifeline to a drowning swimmer, Michael made
short work of the distance between them, and before Dale could
raise even one arm in defense, Michael cracked the rock down on the
top of his head.

Then the side of his head. He bludgeoned the
back of his skull as the second strike knocked his face the
opposite way. That third strike knocked him face first to the
ground. Blood oozed from an open cut in Dale’s left cheek. Michael
fought like a boy possessed. He waged a war on these two. It was
like a lifetime of frustration had finally found release. Later, he
found out that he’d beaten Dale to within an inch of death.

Michael only stopped after exhaustion had
taken hold of him.

Both boys lay flat on the ground, blood
oozing from this place and that. Michael, breathing hard, let the
stone fall from his hand. It bounced twice on the ground and then
laid still.

He heard the sound of hands clapping.
Surprised and a bit nervous about anyone finding him at the scene
of the crime, he turned quickly. Jerry faced him with his trademark
wide but crooked smile spread across his face. The wind had blown
his black hair wildly and there was a look of sickness in his
eyes.

“Jerry, what are you doing here? I thought
you were running a fever.”

“I am. My dad drove down to the pharmacy to
get my medicine filled. I saw those two bastards heading to the
park. I thought I’d come check on you.”

“Wish you’d been here sooner,” Michael
said.

“Oh, I’ve been here about ten minutes. Saw
you take that swim.”

Michael was flabbergasted. “What?” He stepped
a little closer to Jerry. Apparently, his newfound courage knew no
bounds. “You watched the whole thing? They could have busted my
ass. Hell, they tried to set me on fire, and all you did was
watch?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah? Yeah? Is that all you can say?”

“Cool your jets, bud. You kicked their
asses!” Michael was about to say something else when he realized
that, yes, he had kicked their asses. Not one freaking bully, but
two. At the same time. “I knew you could do it, Mike. I just didn’t
know when you would.”

Michael was trying to think of something to
say to that, but he couldn’t think of anything. Then, “We need to
get you back home.”

“Not yet,” Jerry answered.

“What do you mean?”

“There’s something we need to do first.”

“What’s that?”

“Come on,” Jerry said, looking over his
shoulder. “Let’s take a walk.”

“Where we going?”

“You got to ask so many questions?”

“What do you mean?”

“Aww, hell. Just come on. I promise you, you
won’t be disappointed.”

And as it turned out, Jerry was absolutely
right.



***

 


They walked clear across town. It seemed that
no matter what, Jerry and he walked more than they did anything
else. For fun, Michael tried to imagine what it would be like in a
couple more years, when he had his driver’s license. Probably just
the same, since he had no money and he didn’t see his dad kicking
in any for the purchase of a car. Still, no matter how accustomed
you are to it, sometimes walking so much just plain sucks.

Besides, Michael was all little bit worried
about Jerry. Whatever illness had brought on the fever seemed to be
doing a real number on him. He walked and talked as if he were a
ninety-year-old man, struggling to remain upright. But he wouldn’t
allow Michael to give him any assistance.

Finally, they made it to a tree line leading
into some thick woods. This was old man Burnett’s property. And
while it looked as if every other tree was posted with a No
Trespassing sign, the boys had spent many an hour within its depths
without so much as a glimpse of Grady Burnett. And that was just
fine with Mike. So he didn’t think much of heading in this time
either. What he didn’t understand was just why exactly Jerry felt
the need to drag him across town, on foot, him in his sickened
condition, right now. But Michael wasn’t about to ask another
question. So far along their journey, talk had been kept to a
minimum. Michael knew it wasn’t just because Jerry didn’t feel
good; it was something else. Since leaving the park, Jerry had worn
a very stern look and Michael was smart enough not to push him too
much. He’d find out what was going on soon enough. Or so he
thought.

As concerned as Mr. Burnett was about
privacy, he sure didn’t show it by the condition of his fences.
Rotted and falling down, the posts that suspended the rusted barb
wire looked as if they’d been stuck in the ground well over a
hundred years ago.

Michael had to hold the top strand of wire up
with his hand and the second down with his feet to allow Jerry to
step through. He was getting pretty worried about Jerry. The kid
just didn’t look good. If curiosity hadn’t been getting the better
of him, he would have done his best to convince his friend that
whatever task he had on his mind could be held for another day. But
that was just it, curiosity was getting the best of him. No, strike
that, the suspense was getting the best of him; it was killing him,
actually.

From the fence they moved off into the woods.
Going deeper and deeper with each footfall, they got so far in that
the treetop canopy dimmed the sunlight, then cut it off altogether.
It was as if night had fallen prematurely, casting the land in a
nocturnal kingdom. They’d been in a very good ways before, but
today they were exploring a whole new section of land.

Just when Michael was convinced they’d walk
right off the edge of the world, they came to a break in the dense
forest. The trees opened up and a meadow spread out a hundred yards
in all directions. Sunflowers, wheat weeds, and cat tails grew
wild. As the two boys stepped into the clearing, Michael saw Jerry
step it up just a little bit, as if he were finally approaching
home plate and his body found a morsel of energy, just enough to
propel him onward. Unfortunately, however, the meadow didn’t seem
to be Jerry’s ultimate destination. So they headed south, leaving
the majority of the field behind them.

Michael was tired as all get out and he had
no idea how someone as sick as Jerry could continue on. But Jerry
did. A real trooper, this kid was.

The field began a slow, but steady downward
slope. Michael started to hear something he couldn’t quite make
out. It sounded like a quiet popping at first. As he strained his
ears and they came closer to the source, he recognized the strange
sound as that of a burbling creek. Sure enough, at the bottom of
the decline, amidst an outcropping of slate was a stream about ten
feet wide that looked as if it belonged in some state park or
something, rather than in old man Burnett’s field.

Jerry in front, Michael right behind, the
boys cautiously made their way down to the bottom, picked out the
largest flat rock and finally sat down.

“Man, you’re looking pretty bad, Jerry.”

The other boy laughed, but only a little.
“Well, I guess that means I look better than I feel.”

Michael sat, cross-legged, staring at his
friend.

“Buddy, you look like you’re about to
explode. Don’t worry. As soon as I get my breath, I’ll tell you
what this is all about.”

It was exactly two and a half eternities
before Jerry seemed to get his breath back. When he did, he started
talking.

“You ever heard of blood brothers?”

Michael thought about that for a moment. He
didn’t want to look like an idiot in front of Jerry, but the truth
was he had never heard the term. “No, not really.”

“It’s a very, very old tradition. My mother
was a librarian before she…before she…”

“Died,” Michael offered. Jerry looked at him,
sadness etched into his face.

“Yeah. Well, I would help her sometimes. I
really liked the library, but most of all, I liked being there with
her.” Jerry stopped and collected his thoughts. “Anyway, I started
reading some of the books. Not just the popular stuff either. The
old stuff, classics, history, literature, biographies, stuff like
that.

“Anyway, I read about this Norwegian warrior
named Orvar-Odd He
was one mean mother, if you know what I mean. Well, one time he
like testing his fighting skills with a famous Swedish warrior
named Hjalmar.
Orvar-Odd sailed to Sweden with five ships and met Hjalmar, who had
fifteen ships. Hjalmar was an honorable man, couldn’t accept such
an uneven balance of strength, so he sent away ten of his own ships
so that the forces would be even. The two warriors fought for two
days with a lot of blood-letting, but in the end it was a draw,
dead-even. Finally, they realized that they were equals and decided
to become sworn brothers by letting their blood mingle together.
Thus they were allied together for the rest of their lives.

“But that’s not the only instance. They said
that the Lone Ranger and Tonto were blood brothers. And Tom Sawyer
and Huck Finn, too. But Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar were real.

“Do you see what I’m saying?”

Man, Michael didn’t want to come across like
a real moron, but despite the improvised history lesson, he was
still unclear about what Jerry was getting at. So, he took a leap,
“You want us to be blood brothers?”

“Exactly.” For the first time all day,
Jerry’s face brightened and a smile grew across his lips. “Even
though we’re not brothers, like if we had the same parents, we’ll
be just as close…closer even because we do this by choice, not
by…”

“Obligation?” Michael again offered.

Jerry snapped his fingers. “That’s it. When
we’re blood brothers, nothing in the world can ever change that.
It’s a bond, Mike, one that lasts a lifetime. So what do you
say?”

Michael didn’t even have to think about it.
Not really. It sounded like a good deal to him. He had no brother
or sisters, and Jerry was just about the coolest kid he’d ever
known. No, the coolest. This was not only a good way to prove his
loyalty to Jerry, but just maybe some of his friend’s good luck
might be passed on to him. Jerry was already one of the most
popular kids at school. Without this blood brother stuff, Michael
was sure that the day would come that he’d prefer to hang out with
the other popular kids rather than Mike. But not after something
like this. Could Michael become just as well liked around school
and town as Jerry. Such a thing boggled the mind. But maybe, just
maybe…

“What do we do?”

Instead of directly answering him, Jerry
fished in his pocket for a minute. When he withdrew the hand, it
held a very shiny red pocketknife. “I bought this the other day.
It’s a Winchester. Bought it just for this right here.” Jerry
popped out the blade. Michael had to admit, it was a really nice
knife.

But knives and blades made him think of his
father and something sick started to grow in his gut. The day was
warm, but not hot, all the same Mike’s brow broke out in a cold
sweat.

“You okay, buddy?” Jerry asked as he fiddled
with the knife. “You look like you’re getting sick.”

“I’m fine. I just don’t like knives very
much. I don’t like them very much at all.” Somehow, someway, Jerry
seemed to get it, to understand. He just slowly nodded.

“Don’t worry about it. This won’t take but a
second.”

And he was right. Michael watched Jerry as if
he weren’t really there with him. As if he were watching the events
in front of him unfold on a television screen with him sitting on
the couch, munching on chips. Jerry laid his left palm out, face
up, and deftly, with the tip of his Winchester, sliced a cut two
inches long across the tender flesh. It was a diagonal slash that
bled as soon as the skin separated. When it was Mike’s turn, it was
as if his hand offered itself up of its own accord. But the feeling
of being removed disappeared the instant the blade point struck
home. White hot fire flamed to life as the knife tip moved across
his hand. And then, his own blood, the very essence of his life
seeped through.

“There’s probably a ritual or maybe a chant
that’s supposed to go with this, but I couldn’t find anything when
I looked at the town library. So, I can up with our own.”

“Okay,” Michael said.

Jerry reached out and took Mike’s hand as if
he were going to shake it. The grip was tight, but not painful—the
knife had taken care of that part. “Repeat after me.” Michael
nodded. “As the blood from another mixes with my own,” a pause
while Michael recited, word for word. “I vow loyalty and harmony
with my newfound brother.” Michael again repeated the words
exactly. “I will never raise a hand against my blood brother. I
will take on his battles and he will take on mine. We will be one
in this life.” Another pause for Mike. “And let no force in this
world break this bond, or either of us forget this commitment.
Because hell is the price for breaking this bond.” Michael
swallowed not really liking the last part, but he knew better than
to say anything besides exactly what Jerry had said.

Jerry let go. He didn’t wipe the blood from
his hand. Taking the cue, neither did Mike.

“Is that it?” Michael asked.

“Yep. That’s all she wrote. Now let’s get the
hell out of here. My hand burns like a son of a bitch.”

 




 


Twenty Eight

 


Now

 


Trista, to some extent, hadn’t been lying.
The Reddicks were in bed. Of sorts. Ben and Elise were lying flat.
Their bodies draped in clear plastic sheeting, like a drop cloth
used when painting walls. Their wrists were bound with twine, as
was their ankles. Death had not been kind to them. Dead for at
least a week, their forms had already begun deteriorating.

Michael had one thought: the smell should be
worse. That was the only thought he had time for before he was
clobbered from the side. Falling to his left, he almost lost his
grip on the gun. His ear exploded in pain, and the world blinked in
front of him. He felt like he’d been smacked by a damn Mack truck.
He twirled, at least as soon as he was able.

Trista stood before him. Still dressed
scantily, her bare hands were clenched into fists. Surely, it
hadn’t been a fist that hit him. Right? But he could tell instantly
from her posture that Trista had learned how to fight, really
fight. Not some aerobic martial arts workout bullshit. She held
herself loose, but controlled. Her hands held in such a way that
while they could easily defend her face, chest and midsection, she
could also launch an offensive. Her knees were bent slightly,
giving her the benefit of both, good balance and ease of
movement.

“Who are you supposed to be?” Michael
questioned, “Muhammad Ali?”

“Not quite, man. But I’m sure I can handle
your old, out-of-shape ass.”

“Handle this.” Michael raised the gun but
before he could even move his finger to the trigger, Trista was in
motion. She was a blur as she stepped into him, pulling the gun
from his grasp like he was a child holding a cap gun. Instead of
turning it around and using his own weapon against him, she jabbed
with her left hand and struck his head with the butt of the gun.
All before Michael could blink. If he’d thought her first punch to
the ear had hurt, he’d been wrong. This hurt, really hurt.

Any reservations Michael might’ve had against
striking a woman flew out the window the moment he lost control of
the Kimber. While Trista looked as if she’d been street-fighting
since being spit out the womb, Michael wasn’t as out-of-shape as
she’d like. As she twirled this way and that he grabbed hold of her
hair, thereby effectively gaining control of her entire body, and
slammed the woman into a tall stack of boxes. The entire stack
crumbled, still Michael didn’t let go of her hair. Using his free
hand, he reached for the pistol before she had the presence of mind
to know she still held the firearm. But her grip was vise-like.
Pulling her close to his body, he wrapped his arm around hers,
applying pressure at the wrist. The gun fell to the ground. There
was no way he could get to it without tossing her away and that, he
knew, would have deadly consequences.

If he couldn’t get the gun, he was bound and
determined that she wouldn’t either. Michael gave the gun a stiff
kick; it slid safely out of range across the OSB flooring.

“I’m going to claw your fucking eyes out, you
pig.” She still thrashed about, yanking her own hair out by the
roots as she bucked this way and that.

Tiring of the fight, Michael aimed to end it
right here and now. Only, he wasn’t able to. He planned to use the
sleep hold perfected by wrestlers, but as he slid his arm around
her neck, positioning the bend of his elbow at her throat, she bent
low and bit into him. Hard. She hit like a transfer truck and her
teeth felt like needles. This woman was unbelievable.

He let go. And fast. Trista spun away from
him and went for the gun. Michael realized it not a moment too
soon. He ran and slid, as if he were sliding home. The tips of his
fingers brushed against the steel barrel, but he couldn’t find
purchase. Trista landed on his back, the impact knocking the wind
from his lungs. Her nails dug into his back, his neck, anywhere
they could do damage, they sank into. She spat words that should
never pass a lady’s lips. But none of that mattered. All he cared
about was getting her off, making her stop, making her still.

Fire, white and hot, lanced across his cheeks
as her nails serrated his flesh like warm butter.

He shot out with his right arm, the elbow
hitting her ribcage. He heard a satisfying crack as her ribs gave
way. He repeated the process. She toppled off him and he spurted
forward, toward the gun. She grabbed at his ankles, at his legs,
but he kept going. Just a little farther. Just another few
feet.

And then he had it. The gun rested snugly in
his hand. He gripped it tightly and rolled.

Trista was on him again, coming with teeth
bared and nails ready to strike. He didn’t have time to think, only
time to react. Trista’s hair billowed behind her as she flew
through the air like a wraith, like a phantom. She was, quite
simply, such a beautiful sight to behold. Beautiful and deadly.

Just as he had on the range many times
before, Michael looped his finger through the trigger guard,
threading it nimbly between the trigger and its housing. He did not
pull the trigger, he squeezed it.

Muzzle flash blinded him.

An explosion of red on Trista’s chest,
blooming, corrupting the white shirt. And then she was on him. Or
more aptly her body was. Falling dead weight. He let loose the gun
and worked his body out from under hers.

Kneeling beside her, he checked for a pulse,
expecting none. He was right. She was dead.

There was no time for remorse. She would have
killed him just as quickly. He still had things to do and sitting
here amidst the dead was not going to get it done.

After all, Trista wasn’t the first person he
had killed, and if he was right, she wouldn’t be the last.

 


***

 


Stephanie cracked her eyes open and stumbled
into a whole world of pain. An involuntary moan escaped her. She
was laying face up on something hard. It took her a moment to
realize it was a cold floor. Tile. Sticky. From what, she didn’t
even want to try and guess.

Sitting up was no easier for her than opening
her eyes.

She looked around, her vision not all that
blurry after a knock on the head, but she certainly wasn’t seeing
twenty-twenty. She’d no doubt suffered a concussion. She used the
wall behind her to help her to her feet. The room was small. A
bathroom. A toilet. A sink. A shower stall and bathtub combo.
Little else. No window, no closet.

The tile was cracked, a lot, and the grout
between the slate grey pieces was black, covered in mildew. The
paper on the walls was yellowed and peeling. The light fixture over
the sink looked about twenty years out of date.

She tried the door. It looked like one of
those shoddy, hollow-core ones, the cheapest in construction, but
upon closer examination, and a few knocks without echoes, she
discovered that it was quite substantial. She couldn’t budge it in
the least.

Things were not looking good for Stephanie
Cole. Nope, not at all.

She put her ear to the door and listened. For
anything. For any sign that she was not alone, wherever she was.
That someone was coming, or someone was not. She heard no
television, no radio, no footfalls or conversation. Nothing.

If that son of a bitch that kidnapped her had
left her alone, it wouldn’t be for long. She turned to the sink. It
sat on a vanity and she quickly started looking for anything she
could fashion into a tool to help her get through the door. The
knob was a cheap one, the kind with a hole in the center. Just a
thin straight piece of metal would allow her to manipulate the
mechanism.

That was if, by chance, there was nothing
barricading the door from the other side. She chose not to think
about that nasty little possibility. If something was blocking her
only means of egress, she would cross that bridge when she came to
it.

Then, something on the sink counter caught
her eye. Something very familiar to her.

A brown prescription bottle. She reached for
it almost as if by instinct. Grabbing the bottle, she read the
label: Eskalith.

Better yet, it was her bottle.

Eskalith was a brand of lithium, a very
important medicine to her. 300 milligrams of sanity in one
convenient tablet. She popped the top. Somehow she knew it would be
empty. She was wrong. It looked as if the remnant of her
prescription was present and accounted for. She poured several
tablets into her hand. They were Eskalith all right. And none
seemed to be have been tampered with. That made sense, if her
abductor wanted to poison her, he’d do it while she was still
unconscious. He wouldn’t wait for her to wake, would he?

And then a sensation overtook her. Should she
just put the damned lithium back in the bottle, or better yet,
flush it down the toilet, and just get back to the business of
saving her skin? Yes, that’s exactly what she should do.

But she knew as soon as her eyes had hit on
the lovely little bottle that she was already doomed. Doomed by her
own addiction.

She placed two tablets back in the bottle,
leaving three in the palm of her hand. That was a lot of lithium,
but then again, this was a very, very bad day.

 


***

 


Michael didn’t let the door knob hit him
where the good lord split him on the way out. As a matter of fact,
his feet hardly touched the ground as he ran for the Porsche.

Behind the wheel, he breathed deeply several
times, started the engine and threw the car into reverse. Pea
gravel spat up and pecked the shiny clear coat of the vehicle. He
clutched, threw the car into first gear and shot down the drive
like a cat with its tail on fire.

Michael knew he should call the police. He
knew it was the right thing to do. But he didn’t even reach for his
cell. What would he say? How would he say it? He’d come over to the
Reddick’s for a social call? Found their bodies and discovered the
Dominican woman who killed them and then he had to shoot her in
order to escape with his life? Yeah, that’d work for about two
seconds. That story would give them way too many questions,
questions Michael couldn’t, or wouldn’t answer.

The first, of course, was why; if he was
paying a visit, why was he armed with his Kimber automatic? There
was, of course, no easy way to explain that. And it didn’t take
proof or evidence for the police to detain you. All it took was the
shadow of a doubt. And Michael’s action would certainly provide
that to anyone.

He had to do something. To take charge of the
situation, not let the situation take charge of him.

Looking towards his own house, he saw the
housekeeper had yet to return home. Stephanie hadn’t either. It was
then that he wondered if she would ever come back home. Had a
bridge been burned that could never be rebuilt? Michael thought so.
And Christal. Poor, sweet Christal. What would she think of her
father if he went away for the rest of her childhood on a murder
conviction? That was what hurt Michael the most. His daughter was
perhaps, the thing he most loved in this world. No, that wasn’t
right. She was the thing he most loved in this world. How would she
look at him after all of this? She was not too young to understand
murder, betrayal, infidelity.

But that was neither here nor there. Jerry
and that bitch had been but a stone’s throw from him and his
family. Close enough to swoop in and do whatever he wished. But
that was just it, wasn’t it? He didn’t want to do anything to them.
He simply wanted to destroy Michael.

With the Porsche idling at the end of the
Reddick’s drive, Michael worked his brain to come up with
something, some kind of plan. It didn’t have to be the best one, or
even a good one, but he had to have something.

And then, like a spark of divine
intervention, he knew what he had to do.

 


***

 


Christal loved Saturdays. She liked Sunday’s
okay, but Saturdays were a lot better. Saturday was the first day
of the weekend, Sunday the last. Weekends meant no school, and
Christal didn’t like school all that much. Actually, she didn’t
like it at all. One reason she didn’t like school was that one
group of kids always picked on other kids. Even though she wasn’t
in their group they usually let her be, but they sure weren’t nice
to her, either.

But when she was out of school, her mom, dad,
and Mrs. Wylder treated her so much nicer than her classmates.
While she knew her mother and father were very busy people,
especially her dad, Christal didn’t hold that against them. Like
they always told her, if you want to be a success in life, you have
to work hard. She believed that. And while there weren’t too many
things that Christal thought she was a success at, she worked hard
learning piano.

That’s why days like this, in town, shopping
with Mrs. Wylder were so much fun. Already, they’d been for lunch
and stopped for ice cream. Christal liked ice cream. It didn’t
really matter what flavor, though mint chocolate chip was her
favorite. Mrs. Wylder liked butter pecan. That was okay, and
Christal had eaten it before, but if she ever got it again it would
be because they were out of everything else.

It was afternoon and Christal and Annie
Wylder made their way downtown. Walking, they swooped in most every
little shop they came to. Sometimes buying nothing, sometimes
loading up. Mrs. Wylder had already said if they kept this up,
they’d have to return to the car and put up some of these
purchases. But Christal didn’t want to, not yet. They were getting
close to her most favorite store of all, the Sugar and Spice
Boutique. Sugar and Spice was a very neat store made especially for
little girls. They had dolls, dresses, toys, ribbons, and even a
little play center for the younger kids.

“Are you getting tired?”

“No, ma’am,” Christal said. “I’m fine.”

Mrs. Wylder looked down at her. “Well, I am.
Wait until you get to be my age, kiddo. You’ll wonder what happened
to all that energy you used to have. Makes you wish you could
bottle it up and save it for a rainy day.”

“Do you want to go back?” she asked. Of
course, Christal didn’t want to, but she knew that Mrs. Wylder
couldn’t walk for a long time like she was young. She’s a very
pretty woman for her age, Christal thought. Even though Mrs. Wylder
still looked very attractive, she wasn’t young, hadn’t been for a
very long time. She wondered if there would be a day soon when she
wouldn’t be able to take care of Christal. Thinking about that made
her sad. Really sad.

“No, sweetie. Not yet. I think I’ve got just
enough juice left in me for one more stop. What do you think? The
used bookstore or…Sugar and Spice?”

“Sugar and Spice. Sugar and Spice,” Christal
almost screamed, hopping up and down.

Mrs. Wylder smiled. “I thought so.”

So that’s where they went. It was only half a
block down and since they stopped at no other stores, they got
there pretty soon. Mrs. Wylder held the door while Christal went
right on in.

The boutique was shaped like a rectangle; not
very wide but so deep that one could easily lose themselves in the
racks and shelving, displays and merchandise dump tables—especially
if that someone was just over four feet tall. Glitter, faux fur,
neon lighting and soft music played through concealed speakers made
this place a fantasy wonderland for children.

Christal made her way to the side of the
store and moved her way to the back, where the newest products were
always displayed. Because by displaying them all they way back
there, it gave you a chance to check out the other stuff, a very
common, and very effective marketing ploy used almost everywhere.
Christal was hoping to find the latest outfit ensembles for her
stuffed baby doll, Anna. Anna was, of course, named after Annie
Wylder.

Unfortunately, what she found were masks,
costumes, face paint, and novelty magic wands, glass slippers and
the like. Halloween was still a good piece away, but Christal
assumed it was close enough to start selling. With the thought of a
new wardrobe for Anna momentarily forgotten, Christal started
looking around, thinking about what she would like to be this
Halloween.

She’d been a princess last year. A witch the
year before that. Before then, she couldn’t quite remember. She
found a small pair of pom-poms on a hook and had the great idea to
be a cheerleader. That would be really cool.

“Well, Cindy, look who it is, Christal Cole.
The richest girl in the whole world.” The voice, which Christal
quickly recognized as Bethany Yager’s, dripped with sarcasm, though
Christal didn’t exactly know what sarcasm meant. Christal put on a
smile, like Mrs. Wylder always said she should, and turned.

“Bethany, Cindy. How are you doing?”

Cindy was a thick little girl with short
choppy brown hair and skin that looked like she always had a bad
sunburn. Bethany, on the other hand, was a very pretty little girl
if not for the little smile she always had on her face. Chrystal
knew that smile was phony but didn’t understand why Bethany always
smiled like that. Maybe someone should tell her it wasn’t very
ladylike, but not Christal. Christal didn’t know either girl very
well. They were all three in the same class, but Christal wasn’t
very outgoing and preferred staying to herself. To put it simply,
they didn’t share rides on the see-saw.

Since starting kindergarten, Christal had
been dealing with what she called “meanies.” These meanies said
mean stuff to her, not because of anything she’d done, but because
her father had a whole lot of money. She was very proud of her
daddy, but sometimes she wished he was just a normal daddy who
worked for someone else. Many people had money in Benedict and a
whole lot didn’t. But as far as she knew, nobody had as much money
as her daddy, Michael Cole.

“We’d be doing better if you’d buy us
something. Maybe a costume for Halloween?” That was Bethany.

“Yeah,” Cindy said stepping over to the wall
and plucking out a small tiara with plastic diamonds in it, which
she placed it on her head. “I think I’d like to be a princess.”

Before she could stop herself, Christal
laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Bethany demanded.

Christal knew she shouldn’t have laughed, but
the sight of that tiara on Cindy was just too much. “Nothing.
Nothing’s funny.”

“Then why were you laughing? Were you
laughing at me?” Cindy tossed the tiara to the floor and moved
closer to Christal.

“No, Cindy, honest.” All of a sudden Christal
was very scared. Cindy was a lot bigger up close. “I was just
laughing.”

“What do you think we are? Idiots?” Bethany
asked.

“Yeah, people don’t laugh unless they think
something’s funny. Do you think I’m funny? Do you think I’m
something to laugh at?”

Christal saw the fat girl’s hands work into
fists. She tried to move but was blocked on all sides; Cindy to her
front, Bethany to her left, a rack of wigs to her right and the
wall behind her.

“I promise I wasn’t laughing. Not at you.”
Her voice was breaking. She was tuning up to cry. She fought the
sensation. If she started crying in front of these two it’d be all
over the school by lunchtime Monday.

“What do you think, Cindy? You believe
her?”

“I don’t know.” Christal was standing so
close to Cindy she could smell her breath. And it stunk, like tuna
fish left out of the fridge too long.

“I tell you what,” Bethany began. “Buy us
both a Halloween costume, and we’ll forget this ever happened.
Sound good to you, Cindy?”

“Sounds good, Bethany.”

“I…I don’t have any money.”

“What?” Cindy said. “You don’t have any
money. You’re a Cole. You’ve got plenty of money.”

“Yeah, since your daddy bought out the
furniture factory and put my dad out of work, I know you have more
money than I do. You probably use twenty dollars bills to wipe your
butt.” They both cracked up at that.

There were tears brimming at the edges of
Christal’s eyes.

“Christal. Christal, honey, are you back
there? We’ve got to go, sweetie.” It was Mrs. Wylder and she’d
found her, saved her, really.

“Oh, there you are, Christal. Tell your
friends bye. We’ve really got to get going.” Mrs. Wylder was
looking very tired.

Christal’s relief was overwhelming. “Bye,
Bethany. Bye, Cindy. See you guys later.” Christal stole off after
Mrs. Wylder, giving a look back over her shoulder at the two girls.
They both looked like they’d been caught with their hands in the
cookie jar.

Safely out of the store and heading for the
car, Christal wondered if Daddy ever had to put up with “meanies”
like that.

She really doubted it. Nobody would mess with
Daddy, not even “meanies.”

 




 


Twenty Nine

 


Then

 


This was going to be the best Halloween party
ever. Jack Kemp was the most popular guy in the eighth-grade class.
Jack enjoyed this status largely due to the kick-ass parties he
threw on a regular basis. Both his parents worked corporate jobs
and were away much more than they were ever at home. Jack and his
older brother, Jeff, used this to not only further their own social
rank, but to have a good time as well.

Jack’s parties were always the talk of the
school and an invitation—a highly coveted honor—meant almost
invariably two things: you were going to make out with a girl, and
you were going to get to drink beer.

Michael was picked up by Jerry and his
high-school girlfriend, Beverly, and rode with them to the big
house on Confederate Way, one of the ritziest addresses in the
entire town. They arrived at a little after seven and immediately
made his way to the keg of Budweiser in the garage.

With plastic cup in hand, he started looking
around for a girl to have a little fun with.

It didn’t take long.

Veronica Marshal was propped against a wall
in the living room looking like she was going out of her mind from
boredom as some guy Michael didn’t recognize talked incessantly to
her. She sipped from a similar cup as his, only she looked as if
she needed hers much more. Veronica was a sophomore at Winchester
Central and one of the most coveted conquests of the high school
class. He wanted to get to know her a whole lot better.

Michael downed half his beer and started
making his way across the room. People were everywhere. Punk rock
music beat against his eardrums and suddenly the room was far too
hot. He turned and walked back the way he’d come. Outside, the
chilled night air prickled his skin, cooling the sweat on his face
and arms.

The yard was filled with people as well.
Michael moved to the side of the house to get away from the crowd.
He stepped into the shadow of the big mansion, into the darkness
that the multitude of exterior lights could not reach.

“What’s the problem, bud?” a voice asked from
behind.

“I just needed some air, Jerry. That’s
all.”

“You look a little shook up. You sure you’re
okay?” Mike’s best friend moved into step with him and they
continued onto the back lawn.

“Yeah.” Michael took another long pull from
his plastic cup, draining it. “I was heading over to Veronica
Marshal, but I…I just lost my nerve.”

“Veronica? Oh, yeah. That’s the chick with
the long hair and ‘milk me’ tits.”

“That’s her,” Michael said, a sly grin across
his face.

“Well, what happened?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know. Everything was
gravy, then the closer I got to her…it was like I didn’t have any
damn business being there. Does that make any sense?”

Jerry placed a hand on Mike’s shoulder. The
two were about the same size. Michael had lost the majority of his
baby fat and was working out every day. The effects were becoming
obvious. Still, sometimes he didn’t feel any different than that
fat little kid being chased across the playground by kids wanting
to pound him a couple of hundred times.

“Look pal, I’m not trying to tell you your
business, but I’ve seen the looks that Veronica’s been giving you
in class. I’m thinking you can make second base. Hell, maybe even a
slide into third.”

“You really think so?”

“Either you or that punk who’s giving her the
whole poetry spiel.”

“That’s what they were talking about?”

“Yep. He’s been misquoting Shakespeare for
thirty minutes.”

They both sniggered at that. And suddenly
Michael felt better. Jerry always had that effect on him, without
fail. They’d been through a lot together. A whole lot. Through
thick and thin Jerry had always been there for him. His advice had
continuously been right on the mark. Why should now be any
different?

“Maybe you got something there.”

“Maybe, pal, maybe.”

“One more beer and we’ll find out.”

“Cool, I’m going to check on my girl, see if
I can play a little base-sliding myself.”

 


***

 


To Michael’s intense pleasure, Jerry had been
right on the money. Michael had forgone that other beer and
instead, gone directly to Veronica, whispered how nice she looked
into her ear, squeezed her arm, and walked off. She followed suit,
leaving the wannabe poet offering up sonnets to a bare wall.

Michael led a more than slightly inebriated
Veronica up the stairs and down a long paneled corridor. The couple
came to a halt in front of a closed door. Michael pulled Veronica
close, so close he could feel her hot breath on his face. It felt
real and it felt good.

Michael swallowed hard and kissed her.

She kissed him back.

“I saw you come in the room and leave back
out. I was hoping I’d get a chance to tell you how much I wanted to
spend a little time with you.” Michael could tell she meant it.
“I’ve had my eye on you for a while. You’re big for a guy your
age…and good-looking, too.”

“Thank you. By the way, you look really,
really good tonight.” Though he’d fantasized about this exact
encounter numerous times, now that he was actually living it, he
was nervous and shy. It had taken all of his nerve to kiss her.
Now, with that done, he was at a complete loss as to what to do
next.

She took his hand in hers.

Two hands turned the doorknob; one was his,
the other, hers.

Through the door they entered a bedroom,
dimly lit by a single lamp. The room was well appointed, lavishly
so. Their feet sunk deep into tall white carpet that was as thick
as pure cotton. Expensive oil paintings were hung in commanding
positions along the walls. The bed, high off the ground, with four
soaring posts boasting intricate etchings, stood center in the
great room.

When Michael hefted Veronica up on the bed
her hands grabbed for him. Her mouth searched him out aggressively;
when she found his lips she consumed them like a rare delicacy. He
would have thought about how lucky his was, if he’d had time to
think. Presently, however, he was concerned with the silky feel of
her soft hands, the fruity aroma of her hair, the vague wafting of
perfume.

“Love me, Mike. Love me hard.”

That was the night that eighth-grader Michael
Cole became a man.

Later, they took turns returning to the party
downstairs. Veronica had given him her phone number—he’d scribbled
it onto his palm with a pen found in the bedside table. Their
parting kiss wasn’t nearly as long as their first, but just as
passionate. Michael watched her walk away, admiring the way her
butt bounced beneath the denim of her jeans.

When she’d disappeared below the landing,
Michael looked over his shoulder to make sure everything was as
it’d been before they’d entered. They’d remade the bed and
attempted to erase all evidence of their rendezvous. But in his
mind, the memory had been made and nothing could ever take it
away.

Michael left the bedroom and pulled the door
closed behind him. His heart was light and his mood upbeat. Jerry
had been right and Michael was glad of that. Two feet before he
reached the stairwell, pain exploded inside his head. Michael was
thrown into the opposite wall and crumpled to the floor.

The hallway, already murky, went completely
black. His temples screamed, the pain the only thing that kept him
from slipping completely into unconsciousness.

“I’ll bet that’ll get your attention.”

Michael looked up. In fuzzy focus, Michael
saw the guy that had been spouting Shakespeare at Veronica just a
while ago. Funny how much bigger he was from this perspective.
Looked like Goliath and Michael was his David. For some reason,
however, Michael was inclined to believe that this confrontation
might not unfold in the same way as the Biblical tale.

“That could have been my ass tonight, punk.
I’d been pumping her all night long. Then, here you come, and steal
my booty. You’re gonna pay for that.”

A kick to the left side of his ribcage yanked
the air from Mike’s lungs. With a chest as empty as a burst
balloon, he wanted to suck in air, but the pain wouldn’t let it
happen.

“Get up, Mike. Get your butt up and fight
back!” The words were screamed into his head. Jerry was there,
right beside him. Just the sight of his friend brought energy back
into Mike—an energy that he much needed.

Michael was on his feet, his hands in an
offense position before the bigger boy could react. Jerry was right
behind him urging him on. Michael threw a right cross to his
opponent’s eye. The poet took it well, though he stumbled back a
step or two. He threw a wild haymaker at Mike. Michael crouched and
twisted to his right, the fist missing by only an angel’s hair.

The bigger guy started after Mike, but a
well-placed ankle from Jerry tripped him and he plunged backwards
down the stairwell.

Head over tail, he bounced down the hard
wooden steps, coming to a hard crash against a wall on a landing in
the middle of the stairwell, where it split in two different
directions.

Michael heard excited voices from below. He
descended the steps as quickly as his injured ribs would allow. He
stepped beside the big bully who was now nothing more than a tangle
of arms and legs.

The music ceased and for a moment the house
was as silent as a monastery filled with cleric who took the vow of
silence seriously. Michael realized all eyes were on him. And there
were hundreds of them. Suddenly it occurred to him that the asshole
might have friends in the crowd amongst the students of Winchester
Central, and God knows how many other schools.

“Hell yeah, Mike!” Jack Kemp yelled. As if
following their host’s lead, the entire house erupted in similar
cheers. Michael would learn later that night that the poet was none
other than Craig Ferguson, a second year college student who also
happened to be the school’s first-string running back and was known
not only for his on-field ability but also for his cruelty and high
level of skill for intimidation. In fact, Jack’s brother was a
member of the same football team and only through intimidation had
Craig managed an invite to the Halloween party.

Michael felt his face flush. The son of Mr.
and Mrs. Martin Cole was not one acquainted with such a display of
praise. It not only humbled him, but also embarrassed him. As the
crowd continued to hoot, Michael stepped down one single step.

He heard Jerry call out, “Watch out, Mike!”
through the crowd. Michael turned to meet the knuckles of Craig’s
right hand. At the moment of impact, Michael heard the breaking of
his nose and felt the blood begin to rush in an almost simultaneous
instance.

But Michael would not be cowed. He grabbed
the running back by either side of his shirt and lifted him with
all his might. Amazingly, he raised Craig from his feet.
Considering he was a full step below and at a serious disadvantage
when it came to leverage, the feat itself was cause for
celebration.

That, however, would not be Mike’s crowning
achievement in this confrontation. He ascended a step, bringing him
back onto the landing. Blood poured from his nose and tears blurred
his eyes, but still he held fast to Craig’s shirt.

Then he released his grip. With perfect
timing, Michael crashed his right elbow into the poet’s nose and
delivered a stout left into the side of his neck.

Now, the football player really was down for
the count.

Michael turned and continued on down the
stairs.

At the foot of the stairs Jerry stood,
Beverly with her hands around her man’s waist, but her eyes were on
Mike.

Jerry nodded his head to the side and Michael
looked in that direction.

Veronica was standing beside Jerry with a wad
of paper towels and quickly brought them to his nose. Despite the
pain that the pressure brought, Michael was happy. On her face,
Michael saw genuine concern.

Tonight, Michael had slain the Giant. And
everyone had seen it.

And things were just going to get better.

 


 


Thirty

 


Now

 


He was driving a bit too fast. Okay, okay, he
was driving way too fast. He didn’t even realize he was breaking
the speed limit until he saw the flashing lights in his rearview.
Looking down at the speedometer, he saw the needle was pegged.
Slowing, Michael pulled the Porsche over and killed the engine.

The Benedict PD patrol car pulled in behind
him and the door opened. Slowly, the cop came into view. A rap
sounded on the Porsche’s window and Michael quickly let it
down.

“Mr. Cole?” the cop asked.

Michael looked at the officer, trying to
place the man’s face. He was a young man, probably early twenties
with dirty blonde hair, a square chin, and a generally cherubic
look about him. It was Timmy or Jimmy something or other.

“Yes.”

“In a big hurry today, sir?”

“A little bit, officer…”

“Kuhlmeir, sir. Tim Kuhlmeir.”

“That’s right. Your folks run the Western
Auto.”

“That’s right,” Kuhlmeir beamed. The family
business must have been a point of pride for the young man. “That’s
right, Mr. Cole. I still work there part-time to help out.”

“That’s wonderful, son. I’m sorry about the
speeding. Just give me a ticket and I’ll be on my way.”

“Yes, sir. By the way, sorry to hear about
what happened today.”

That caught Michael off-guard. What was the
kid talking about? How could he know, already? “What?”

“At…your office…the woman. Very sad.”

“Yes, yes it was. A tragedy.”

“You know, Carrie was quite a woman.”

“Did you know her?”

“You could say that, Mr. Cole. You could say
that.”

Something was starting to feel really wrong
about all this. Glancing away from the police officer, Michael
looked straight down the road. He saw that he was a good half mile
from the Benedict city limits. It wasn’t all that unheard of for
the city boys to patrol outside of town, helped keep the boredom at
bay. But right now, Michael felt like it was more than a mere
coincidence.

The kid was saying something. “Huh?” Michael
asked.

“Mr. Cole could you step out of the car for a
minute?”

“What’s the problem, Tim?”

“Just step out, sir. I need to check
something.” Michael saw the kid’s hand ease back to his gun. His
mind screamed for him to run, to go! This time he listened.

Firing the car up, he peeled off the shoulder
just as Tim pulled the service revolver from his holster. A bullet
took out the back glass, and the sound of the shattering glass
and—

The knock sounded at the door and Michael
jerked his head up. A cop stood there, waiting. Taking a moment to
shake off his confusion, Michael let down the window.

“Excuse me, sir. Do you have any idea how
fast you were going?” Michael was stunned. Either this was one bad
case of déjà vu or the last few moments had all been a
hallucination. Was he stressed that badly?

“Uh…” The police officer bent down. It was a
deputy, Michael could tell from the color of the uniform. “No, sir,
I don’t know how fast I was going. Was I speeding?” Michael’s mouth
seemed to be on autopilot.

“Cole, Michael Cole, is that you?” Michael
looked at the officer. This officer was not Tim Kuhlmeir but an
older officer. A man just about Cole’s age. Cliff Echols. Another
face from the past. One he hadn’t thought of in a very long
time.

“Cliff Echols?”

“That’s right, Mike…I…uh…mean Mr. Cole. Been
a while, hasn’t it?”

“Yes. I suppose it has. I’d forgotten you
worked for the county.”

“Well, you know how it is, eh. Working for a
retirement.”

“Yeah.” Despite this man from his past, the
memory of Policeman Timmy gunning at him wasn’t easy to
dislodge.

“Hey, I heard about what happened, down at
your office. Man, that had to be rough.”

“It was,” Michael said simply.

“If I knew it was you in this…wow…in this
beautiful car, I never would have pulled you over. Especially after
that girl…well…you know…”

“Don’t worry about it. If I was speeding,
which I’m sure I was, I’ll take the ticket, no problem.”

“No sir, no way. And tell you what, keep it
under seventy and I won’t ever pull you over.”

“Thanks, but I understand you’ve got a job to
do.” What Michael really wanted to say is “Give me the ticket, so I
can get a few more miles away from a freaking murder scene,” but he
didn’t.

“Not when it comes to friends,”

“Well thanks.” Michael said and started to
draw the window closed.

“Hey, what’s that?” the deputy asked.

“Huh?”

“On your shirt, you been eating ketchup?”
Michael’s eyes darted to the rearview mirror. Blood, dried and
dark, stained his shirt in a slash-like fashion. His heartbeat was
like a raging bird within a cage, his mouth went dry and he
couldn’t breathe. This was it. This was it right here.

And the way Cliff—who used to be the class
clown but was now nothing more than an overweight deputy sheriff
who was going bald and probably had at least one bad marriage and a
stack of unpaid bills to show for his life—was leaning down to look
at him, at the stain of his crime on his perfectly-starched and
creased—at least it had been this morning—$200 shirt made
everything that much worse.

“What?” he asked, the surprise riding high.
Quickly, he made a show of looking at the mirror, to his shirt, and
back again. “Oh, that. Stopped for doughnuts this morning. Must
have gone a little crazy with the—”

“Oh, yeah. The jelly-filled ones,” Cliff
said, standing back up. “I pick up a dozen or so myself, for the
family you know, on Sundays down at Hudson’s.”

“Yeah, they sure are tasty.”

“That they are.” Cliff made a show of tugging
on his belt. A belt that until now had been cleverly concealed by
two large rolls of fat. “That they are.”

Michael breathed a sigh of relief.

“You know I was going to ask if that was
blood?” It was amazing how relief can come and go so swiftly.

“Blood? I don’t understand?”

“You know,” Cliff started, “the girl in
your…office.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Michael answered. “No,
thank heavens no.”

“Okay, then. I’ll let you be on your
way.”

“Thanks, deputy.”

“That’s Cliff to you, Michael. Just call me
Cliff.”

“Alright, Cliff. I thank you.”

“Have a nice one,” the deputy said. Walking
back to his cruiser he ran a hand down the finish of the Porsche,
no doubt admiring it. Probably the closest he’d ever come to a car
like this, Michael thought.

“They sure are tasty?” Michael said to
himself. Is that the best I could do?

Apparently it was.

Michael keyed the ignition and the finely
tuned engine roared to life. Checking for oncoming traffic and
finding none, he eased out onto the road heading toward the
Benedict city limits.

He’d have to stop for a shirt. He couldn’t
very well go see the mayor with blood on himself, now could he?

 


***



Christal was glad to see Mrs. Wylder’s car
still parked at the corner of Cass and Fillmore where they’d left
it. She really didn’t think it would be gone, but some things you
can never be sure of. She was doing well carrying a majority of the
day’s purchases, leaving Mrs. Wylder with only a few to tote. Which
was only fair, since almost everything they carried was for
Christal.

Oh, she’d picked out a scarf for Mom to wear
this winter. And for her father, a nice tie that looked like the
one Harry Potter wore to school. Her father had a lot of ties, and
her mother a lot of scarves, but they pretty much had a lot of
everything. They were really hard to buy for, she reckoned, but she
never bought herself anything without getting something for her
family. She’d even picked out something for Mrs. Wylder: a
beautiful pottery bowl formed from mud from the Mississippi River.
Mrs. Wylder said she wouldn’t have Christal buying something for
her unless it was her birthday or Christmas or some other special
occasion, so she’d purchased it herself. Christal wasn’t sure if
she’d bought it to please Christal or if the housekeeper really
liked it. Christal hoped she liked it. She wanted Mrs. Wylder to be
happy. She wanted everyone to be happy, as a matter of fact. All
the time. Well, maybe everybody except Cindy and Bethany. Christal
didn’t really care if they were happy or not. She knew that wasn’t
right. You should want everybody to be happy. You shouldn’t want
bad things to happen. Not ever. That’s what Mrs. Wylder said.
That’s what Mrs. Howell, her Sunday school teacher said too, and
that’s what Christal believed. But, some things you just couldn’t
help.

Christal wondered if God would be angry about
her not liking Cindy and Bethany. After all, weren’t they God’s
people, too? Mrs. Howell said every human on the planet that ever
was or will be was one of God’s own. Mrs. Howell certainly should
know, she’d been teaching Sunday school since before Christal could
remember.


“Whew,” Annie Wylder said as they finally
reached the car. Using the key fob from her purse, she popped the
trunk. “I didn’t think we were ever going to make it back.” She
placed her bags down and wiped her brow with the back of her
hand.

“I’m tired, too.”

“Aww,” Mrs. Wylder said, turning to her.
“That’s sweet for you to say. But I bet you could walk another
twenty miles without complaint.” Mrs. Wylder’s voice was sweet like
syrup, and twice as nice.

“Only if we got more ice cream.” Mrs. Wylder
was so much fun. Christal wished her classmates were all this nice
to her.

“Enough of that. We’ve still to stop at the
market and find something for supper. What would you prefer,
chicken and rice or fettuccini Alfredo?”

“Hmm, how about we make a pizza? With extra
cheese.” Since Christal had learned that you could make a pizza at
home instead of having it delivered in cardboard boxes, she’d been
thrilled. Truth be told, she enjoyed making it—flopping on
pepperoni, sausage, shredded cheese and anything else she wanted—as
much as she liked eating it.

“Sounds like a good idea to me.”

“Excuse me.” It was a man’s voice, coming
from behind Christal.

“May we help you?” Mrs. Wylder asked.

The man stepped up so Christal could see him.
He was very tall, very wide and had hair as black as any crow
Christal had ever seen. She didn’t get a good look at his face, but
she was pretty sure she’d never seen him before.

“As a matter of fact, yes.” Before Mrs.
Wylder could ask the man how she could help him, he grabbed
Christal. She shrieked in surprise, but that was all she could
manage before he wrapped his arm around her neck. She suddenly
couldn’t breath right. She was so scared she thought she might
pee-pee in her pants.

“You! You let go of her this instant!” Mrs.
Wylder’s eyes were big and she raised her purse as if she were
about to bash the mean man with it, but then she stopped. And took
a small step backward.

It didn’t take Christal very long at all to
understand why. She felt something cold and hard press into her
cheek. She didn’t know how, but she knew it was a knife.

“Mrs. Wylder,” she tried to say, but nothing
but a little air came out.

“Get in the car. And do it now. Before I have
to slice this little princess up like cheap beef.”

“If you harm one single hair on her head…”
Mrs. Wylder started. Christal had never seen her nanny like this.
Apparently, her stoic rebellion didn’t faze the man too much. The
pressure on her cheek increased and then something burned. A thin
warm trail slid down her soft, tender cheek.

“That’ll heal, but if I have to tell you to
get into the car again she’ll have more than a scar to worry
about.”

Christal watched Mrs. Wylder go stiff like a
dead stick. She was thinking about something, and thinking hard.
Christal was so scared. She was shaking, and she really had to go
to the little girl’s room. All of a sudden, pee-peeing in her pants
did not seem like the worst thing that could happen. Where was her
daddy? Yeah, she wanted her mother, of course she did. But she
needed her daddy. She needed him to come save her. He could handle
this awful man and his threats and his sharp knife. He could beat
him up and make him real sorry for what he had done to her face,
and for the way he was talking to Mrs. Wylder. Yeah, he sure
would.

Only Daddy wasn’t here.

No one was coming to help them. There were
people everywhere, but no one seemed to notice. She wished Mrs.
Wylder would just scream, yell for help. But Christal knew why she
didn’t. All it would take is a second for the mean man to cut her,
bad. And then all the screaming in the world wouldn’t help Christal
Cole.

“Now!” the man said, this time both
forcefully and quieter.

Mrs. Wylder slouched a bit then. She nodded
weakly, turned and slammed the hood.

She twirled so fast Christal could hardly
believe her eyes. She’d never seen the woman move so fast. It was
like a turn a professional ballet dancer would do. In one swift
movement, Annie Wylder turned all the way around, brought her heavy
“old lady” hand bag up and smacked the mean man right on the
jaw.

“Run, Christal, run!” she shouted before
she’d even finished with the man. And as soon as she felt the knife
move away, she did just that. She took off like a racehorse, one
running the final race of its career, the one to save it from the
glue factory.

But she heard a very scary sound behind her
even as she made herself run faster and faster. It was a grunt. And
then a shout, and then feet on pavement chasing her. She looked
back to see Mrs. Wylder on the ground just behind the car. She saw
the face of the bad man now. It wasn’t nice, it was angry, like he
was growling. Christal wanted to help Mrs. Wylder but she was too
small to do anything but run. But that would help, if she wasn’t
hurt to bad. If she ran, she’d get the man away from Mrs. Wylder,
and give her time to get help. Maybe call the police, or the fire
department or even Daddy.

Threading her way through two parked cars,
Christal ran up on the side walk and ran just as fast as she could.
People, adults and strangers watched this strange scene, and some
folks were annoyed that this little girl was acting so…well,
childish. No one she saw could help her, even if they wanted to.
Even if she had the time to explain, which she didn’t, the bad man
would snatch her up and hurt anyone that even considered helping
her. No. She had to outrun him. Lose him somehow.

Christal didn’t chance looking behind her
again. All she thought about was running. Pumping her legs up and
down. Up. And. Down. Over and over.

She passed the place that used to be the shoe
store, where her mother had bought her shoes until it moved out by
the mall. She passed by the place with the shiny signs in the
window, some type of printer. And then she was on another street.
She flew by Hudson’s Donut Shoppe. Sprinted in front of the place
where Beck Gillis, a friend of her mother’s, did people’s
taxes.

And then she made her first mistake. She was
on Beauregard Avenue. The next street over was Daddy’s office. If
she could only get there in time. She had to. She cut through the
alley between the pizza place and another shop or office or
something—she just couldn’t keep them all straight. Halfway down,
her foot landed on something slippery and down she went. That was
an accident, not her fault, but a mistake all the same.

Christal didn’t dare to look back. If she
didn’t look at the mean man, the sharp knife, then he couldn’t get
her. Right?

Wrong.

Before she could even get to her feet, she
was knocked back down, her legs scratching on the rough surface of
the alleyway. She flipped over and started flinging her arms to
fight her attacker off. She screamed. She couldn’t hold it any
longer and she finally, after all this, peed in her panties. She
didn’t even care. Not now, maybe never again. She was dirty and
grimy. Tears flowed from her eyes. Things just couldn’t get any
worse. Or so she thought.

The man was fighting her clawing hands away.
She went for his face, for his eyes, for anything she could get her
nails into.

And then he brought the knife’s blade to her
face.

“Stop it. Stop it now, you little brat.” He
was breathing hard, but Christal knew he still had strength left.
He was a big man, but not fat, with plenty of muscles, even. “I’ve
had enough of fighting today.”

The blade was long and narrow. Christal
didn’t know a lot about knives. Really, she didn’t know anything.
But if this knife wasn’t pointed right at her, at her eyeball now,
she would have thought it was pretty.

Too scared too move, Christal became as stiff
as a board.

“Come on, brat. It’s time for Uncle Jerry to
take back what’s his.”

.

 


 


Thirty One

 


Then

 


Michael Cole felt like a god.

It might be blasphemous, sacrilegious, and
absolutely wrong to feel that way, but that is exactly how he
felt.

The crowd was on their feet. The roar was
earth-pounding and constant, and best of all—it was all for him.
The countless lights, each as bright as the sun itself, bathed the
field in a daylight that was supremely crisper than reality.

Michael breathed hard inside his helmet and
looked around at the stands. They were filled to capacity, no doubt
about that. It was the state finals, after all. Everyone that could
buy, borrow, or steal a ticket was here. Reporters, college
scouts—maybe even one or two for the pros was here tonight. It was
the most highly anticipated showdown between high school sports
clubs in recent Mississippi history. The game between the
Winchester Central Black Bears and the Bay County Stingrays was,
according to the professionals, anyone’s call.

And it had been just that until Michael Cole,
number 18, scored the decisive touchdown at the final buzzer.

He could hardly believe it himself.

He now truly believed in miracles.

Camera flashes sparkled like glittering
diamonds in the crowd; the Black Bear cheerleaders were saluting
him.

There was no way his life could’ve turned out
this great.

He’d been a natural football player. He’d
learned that fast. After his showdown with the community college
running back in eighth-grade, Howard Smith, the head football coach
for the high school varsity team had paid a visit to Mike’s home.
Apparently, the events at the Halloween party had spread like
wildfire.

Coach Smith had suggested that Michael try
out for the team, maybe a second- or third-string lineman. Michael
knew nothing about the game, but with Jerry’s urging, he decided to
give it a shot.

His life had been nothing short of a dream
ever since.

He’d made the team, quickly becoming the
first freshman quarterback in ten years. He’d met more and more
people, eventually being elected class president. He was an honor
student and his teachers loved him.

His team came rushing to him and the slaps on
the back plucked him from his reverie. Just as well. This was his
final game. He was a senior and graduation was close at hand. This
victory deserved to be savored.

He and Jerry had saved the day, as
always.

Michael was the quarterback, Jerry the
running back. Michael threw the bombs, and Jerry threaded the
needle. Tonight, they’d made history. The school hadn’t won the
state finals in almost twenty years. Yep, put Michael Cole down
right between Coca-Cola and Calvin Coolidge.

And, of course, he had Jerry Garrett to thank
for this moment. Though, in fact, it had been a spot of bad luck
for Jerry himself. A sprung ankle in the third quarter had put him
on the bench. With his best friend and the second-best player—in
Michael’s humble opinion—on the team out of the game, there was no
one to throw to. Ben Goode was the second string running back, but
compared to Jerry, his hands were greased with butter. Nope,
tonight’s game meant too much for Michael to throw it away on a
pass to an incapable player. It all came down to the old saying: If
you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.

And that’s exactly what he did.

As soon as number 76, the center, snapped the
ball to him, Michael clenched the pigskin, tucked in under his arm,
faked to the left, spun on his heel and shot through the line on
his right. Michael was not a big man. His five-eleven, one hundred
seventy nine pound body was not meant to run the ball. Instead, his
body had been trained and developed to throw the football as fast,
and with as much accuracy as possible of the human machine.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t run. And run
he did.

The blue and yellow jerseys of the opposing
team blended with the golden and purple ones of his own team until
the players on the field melded with the green grass underfoot and
the cacophony of colors in the stands on both sides into a rainbow
in motion. Players bigger than him, much bigger in some cases,
rammed him, knocked into him, even grabbed at him as he ate away
the field lines like they were nothing more than stepping
stones.

His lungs took in cool, crisp air, and
expelled the bad air. His legs were pistons, ram jetting a perfect
machine.

And he passed the thirty yard line.

The twenty.

Then ten.

The end zone.

Mike’s touchdown brought the crowd to their
feet. It was a play that, even though the coach hadn’t called, he
would claim and reap its benefits for a long time. It would be
shown on local TV stations, be plastered in newspapers and
discussed on radio shows. It was the kind of play that old men,
once sports stars—at least in their own minds—couch coaches,
working Joes and everyone that had even a passing interest in the
game would talk about over and over, until the recount left the
land of the factual and entered the world of myth.

He scanned the sidelines for a familiar face.
He saw plenty that he recognized. It seemed as if he were on a
first-name basis with not only almost every student at Central, but
also the teachers, coaches, boosters, and sponsors of the
school.

And then he saw her.

A cheerleader bouncing up and down, her
breasts jiggling inside her tight top like two feuding melons,
demanding his attention. He raised his hand and she waved back. Her
name was Kara Malone, and for the last year or so, she and Michael
had been a hot item. Theirs was not an exclusive relationship, but
it was as monogamous as any relationship between two red-blooded
Americans could be when one happened to be a football hero and the
other the captain of the cheerleading squad.

Kara was the stereotypical blonde bombshell.
Sparkling smile, toned and tanned skin, a trim waist and lips as
juicy as an exotic fruit. She was remarkably bright for a high
school cheerleader and possessed all the carnal skills one would
expect. To her credit, Michael had dated a ridiculous amount of
girls since hitting high school, but out of all of them, he enjoyed
Kara’s company the most.

After he finished cleaning up in the locker
rooms and gently turning down everyone’s invitation for a
celebration—it seemed everyone on the team had a separate party or
plan to properly commemorate their victory—Michael slipped outside
and made his way to Kara’s car. Luckily, tonight’s game had been at
home and they hadn’t all been bussed down south to Bay County.
Kara’s father, a respectable banker at one of the largest banks in
Ivy Springs, had bought his daughter a Mustang 5.0 as an early
graduation present. It was a convertible and candy apple red.
Michael loved the car. He himself did not own a mode of
transportation and relied solely on rides from either friends or
girls.

When they were together, Michael did all the
driving.

Kara was waiting at the car when he arrived.
She’d changed from her outfit into a sweater and jeans, the brisk
winter air demanded such. She looked beautiful, and all of Mike’s
fatigue from the game melted away. Kara made him feel strong, no,
more than that, invincible.

And tonight, he was about to see just how
strong he was.

 


* * *

 


Two weeks after the big game, with graduation
bearing down on them with its bittersweet promise, Jerry decided to
lose his mind.

Michael had buried his mother last year, her
body finally tiring of living on without a soul, and his father
stayed pickled from surviving on liquor from dawn to dusk, leaving
Michael with quite a bit of free time where one would normally
expect to devote at least a few hours a week to “family time.” To
not only help fill this time but to also earn some cash for both
play and for school, he took a job at Grisham’s Grocery as a bag
boy. The work was steady, but not hard and Hank Grisham, the
founder and manager of the popular market, found it in his heart to
work around Mike’s football and baseball practices and games. Often
working until ten, he emerged from the dark market with a few other
kids at quitting time to find Jerry’s Trans Am parked next to his
rusted Toyota pickup.

Smoke curled from the Trans Am’s
tailpipe.

Walking up, he saw Jerry behind the wheel,
pulling on a bottle of Budweiser. The bass line of punk rock music
could be heard even through the closed door.

Jerry didn’t move as Michael approached.
Bending a bit, Michael knocked on the window. If his presence
startled his friend, he didn’t let on. Jerry turned his head slowly
and rolled down the window. Jerry was biting on his lower lip. His
eyes were red, as if he’d been crying. That was a crazy thought in
itself. Michael had never once seen Jerry shed so much as a tear,
even in pain.

“What’s up, man?”

“Hey buddy, hey pal.” Jerry slurred his
words. The bottle he was downing was not his first of the evening,
unless it was the first of a second six-pack.

“What’s going on? I thought I was going to
meet you at Fray’s party?”

“The hell with Fray and the hell with the
party, man.”

“Something bothering you, Jer? That’s just
the last party of high school. We graduate soon. Thought we were
going out in a blaze of glory.”

“Oh, it’ll be a blaze alright.” Another sip
from the bottle, the last sip. Jerry tossed the empty into the
back, pulled a full one from the floorboard, twisted the cap off
and took a big drink.

“Tell me, Jerry. Whatever it is, tell
me.”

Jerry sniffed, looked up at him. “Get
in.”

“No way, hoss. I’ll drive.”

“Get in,” Jerry said forcefully, “or go the
fuck home.”

If anyone else had said something like that
to Michael Cole, they’d have found themselves in a brawl. But
Michael didn’t take offense this time. Jerry was an emotional guy
and he wasn’t about to turn his tail and run off on his best friend
or argue over who was going to drive.

Michael looked over his shoulder as if there
would be a guardian angel waiting to tell him whether or not he was
doing the right thing. No angel, guardian or otherwise, stood
within sight. He climbed in just as the Trans Am’s powerful motor
kicked to life. Thinking that Jerry would exercise caution,
considering his inebriated state, was just too much to ask for.
Tires squealed and he stomped the accelerator, leaving behind a
significant amount of rubber in the automobile’s wake.

Out on the highway, the silence inside the
car continued. Iggy Pop sang about isolation as the speedometer
tried to keep up with the car’s actual speed. There was little
worry about being stopped and cited for a speeding violation and a
subsequent arrest for drunken driving. Every municipal law officer
around recognized the midnight blue speedster as belonging to the
mayor’s son and short of an accident or something worse, there
would be no blue lights. Which, at the moment, Michael couldn’t
decide was a good thing or not.

“She’s a whore,” was all Jerry said as
highway unfolded beneath them, the headlights splicing through the
night like golden lances.

“Who?”

“Shelia. Who do you think I ‘m talking
about.”

Shelia Goodwin was Jerry’s current flavor of
the week. Both boys, being at the pinnacle of their popularity,
never had trouble when it came to attracting female companions.
However, just a few weeks prior, Jerry had confessed his love for
Shelia to Mike. At first, he thought it just a joke, or perhaps
lust gone wild, but the intensity with which the words were relayed
was hard to miss and Michael had to concede, if nothing else, Jerry
thought he was in love with the Winchester junior. As soon as
summer hit, Michael knew the visions of love would become a bit
blurry. “Just making sure. Why is she a whore?”

Jerry said nothing until he took a slug from
the bottle resting between his legs. That in itself made him
nervous. Jerry was usually more than competent behind the wheel of
this car. But distracted by drinking his um-teenth beer of the
night, and leaving only a fraction of his attention on the road,
provided just enough loss of control to kill them both. At this
speed it wouldn’t take much. “Well…I’ll tell you old buddy, old
pal.” When Jerry drank his voice took on a sing-song quality that
would have been humorous if it didn’t hold such dire meaning.
“There’s what, a few thousand women in this town between the ages
of eighteen and forty?”

“What?” Michael asked. He wasn’t a student of
the local population statistics, but when Jerry wasn’t any more
forthcoming, he played along. “Sure. I mean, I guess.”

Jerry nodded once. “That’s a lot of tail
running around. I’m sure that the majority of single ones and the
ones married, but not opposed to cheating—quite a few of them would
be attractive.”

“It stands to reason,” Michael agreed. Jerry
braked hard, slinging the tail end of the car way out before the
tires caught. Gunning the gas again, Jerry aimed the nose of the
Trans Am down a country lane. Judging by the direction they were
traveling, Michael was having a bad feeling. More to the point,
worse feelings, as he was already down in the dumps about seeing
his life flash before his eyes twice since leaving the parking lot
at the market.

“Out of all those split tails,” Jerry began,
his voice evening out, the musicality of it now gone, given way to
seriousness, “you’d think my old man wouldn’t have to resort to
ramming my girl.”

Michael was stunned.

“Wouldn’t you?”

“Uh...”

“Well, wouldn’t you?” It took Michael a
second to realize that Jerry wasn’t asking a hypothetical
question.

“I…uh…I suppose so. What do you mean? Your
dad and Shelia? How do you know?”

“Ha,” Jerry laughed. “How do I know, you ask?
I walked in on ‘em. Making the two-backed beast. She was moaning
like he was screwing her with a bar of solid gold.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I doubt He had anything to do with it.”

“When? When did you…see?”

“Tonight. I was supposed to be over in
Corinth. At the sports supply. I even asked Shelia to go with me.
She said she had to study for final exams. Guess the test was on my
fucking father’s anatomy.”

Michael didn’t know what to say, so he
remained quiet.

“You should have seen his face when I walked
through the door. I don’t even think it registered that I was
really there. Caught up in the ecstasy of the moment, is my guess.
But when he did…Oh boy, howdy. Looked like he could’ve shit ice
cubes, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah.” Michael was still trying to picture
the scene. Or trying not to picture it, really. His father was no
champ, but he never considered his dad bedding one of his
girlfriends. Not that it was likely he’d be able to, at any rate.
Then again, his father was not the mayor and wasn’t wealthy, suave,
and unofficially the most eligible bachelor in the tri-state area.
Michael couldn’t even begin to understand what Jerry was feeling.
It had to be horrible; whatever mixture of emotion consumed
him.

“You moving out?” he asked as Jerry took a
left and started an ascent, erasing all doubt as to where they were
heading: the house on the hill. Jerry looked at him oddly, as if
didn’t understand his friend’s words. So, Michael continued,
“You’re moving out, right. We’re going to get your stuff.”

“Not hardly, compadre. Not hardly.” Jerry
tossed his beer into the back, but didn’t reach for a fresh bottle.
That, at least was a good sign. Or so Michael hoped. “No. I need
your help.”

“Help doing what, exactly?” he asked, not
really wanting to know the answer.

“Teaching them both a lesson. That cheating
whore and that fucking bastard. Teach them a lesson they’ll never
forget.”

Michael didn’t answer directly. Instead, he
looked down onto the floorboard at the remaining beer. “Can I get
one of these?” He felt he just might need it.

“Help yourself,” Jerry said. He braked again,
though not as hard as before. Michael looked up as he brought the
beer to his lips. They were in front of the Garrett estate’s main
gate. Jerry jumped out of the car and using a key from his pocket,
undid the lock. Slowly, Jerry pushed the gate open far enough to
allow the Trans Am entry. Then, back in the car in a flash, he was
standing on the gas again. The tires barked on the paved drive and
they headed for the house.

Michael started drinking quicker.

 


 


Thirty Two

 


Now

 


Jerusalem Garrett was sick to his stomach, no
easy feat, to say the least.

After depositing Christal Cole in a safe
place—hadn’t she been a handful?—he’d hightailed it back here.
Something was worrying him, gnawing at him. When he tried to get
Trista on the phone several times and with no luck, he really
started sweating. It had been his idea to use the Reddick house. It
offered everything they needed: close proximity to Michael Cole,
lavish accommodations, and there was no need to divulge his or
Trista’s identity or even register with aliases. He hadn’t even
blinked when he’d walked the man and woman up here and
did…well…what had to be done. It was their own fault, really.
People were just too trusting these days.

Trista had performed marvelously. Dressed in
a nice little black business suit with the rented car and a
briefcase, she’d knocked on their door. When the woman answered,
she’d simply said she was with the state education department and
would like a few moments of their time. Mrs. Reddick was apparently
a civic-minded lady, so she’d allowed the woman into her home.

As Trista was led into the sitting room,
George Reddick joined them. After making sure there was no one in
the house besides the two, Jerry made his way in. Oh, yes, a bit
theatrical. They could have just burst into the house catching them
unawares. Maybe even in the dead of night when they were sleeping.
But where was the thrill in that? Much better to be invited, catch
your prey unsuspecting, and then do what you must.

As for their deaths, Trista walked the house,
checking out their new—albeit temporary—home, while Jerry dealt
with the two. He could have let them live, but he was not a man who
liked loose ends. After their deaths, he carried them one by one
into the attic and tied them together. They seemed so in love, so
why not give them that at least.

Until this very moment, Jerry was of the
opinion that choosing the Reddick place was a masterstroke. Now, of
course, the idea looked much different.

He knelt down to Trista’s body. He’d scoured
the house looking for her before coming up here. As soon as he’d
seen her splayed on the ground, he knew. She was cool, but not yet
cold. The blood on the floorboards was drying, but had not yet
congealed. He softly touched his fingers to her cheek.

“I’m sorry, love. I’m sorry.”

Closing his eyes, Jerry felt his sorrow ebb
away, replaced by a tide of raging red anger. The wave did not
merely crash against the surf of his mind, but burst thorough the
derricks and flooded in. Swelling higher and higher.

Jerry stood and turned to the pasteboard
boxes. He ripped through several before finding what he was looking
for. When he did, he flung the folded sheet out, judging its size.
A floral pattern on simple cloth, the fabric was musty but it would
have to do. On his knees, with sheet in hand, he bent low over
Trista’s face. She was so beautiful, even like this.

It was his fault she lay here. He hadn’t
taken her life, but he bore the responsibility just the same. He
knew that much. Leaning in, he touched his lips to hers.

“Vengeance is mine,” he whispered.

He took great care to cover her with the
sheet, a very inadequate show of respect. Nonetheless, that was all
he had time for.

Michael Cole had taken the last of Jerry
Garrett’s humanity this day. The very last shred of anything even
resembling humanity. It was time to return that favor. In
spades.

 


* * *

 


The office building was still surrounded by
police, reporters, and two dozen rubberneckers. Michael would have
liked to stop in and grab a change of clothes, but he now saw that
was an impossibility. It mattered little. The mayor would either
see him or he wouldn’t. Dressed to the nines or looking like a bum
straight from the crack house, Michael Cole was still Michael Cole
and he hadn’t amassed his fortune by not greasing a few wheels
along the way.

Michael conducted very little business in
Benedict as compared to the world outside the city limits. But,
when certain things needed to be changed, well, Michael could
always be found behind the scenes assisting in any way he could to
mold the city into his idea of what it should be. He’d placed more
than one politician in power. From the district attorney to the
mayor himself, Michael had not only supplied cash but, when
necessary, an expertise that wasn’t befitting of a
straight-shooting white collar businessman. Michael had learned,
however, that some things were definitely worth getting your hands
dirty.

He’d learned one other thing as well: once in
office, men often forgot the friends and favors that got them
there. Today, Michael intended on jogging a few memories. And why
not start at the very top?

He parked the Porsche in front of the town
hall. Unbuttoning his shirt, he removed it and stuffed it under his
seat, not wanting a passerby to notice the blood that covered much
more of it than he had first believed.

As he closed the door, he noticed his hand
shaking more than just a little. “Stop it. Take a breath and get
control,” he muttered, hoping the mantra would do the trick. Taking
precious moments, moments he didn’t really think he had, he stood
there, next to the Porsche, willing composure into his mind, into
his body.

After brief ticks of the clock, he felt he
was as together as he was likely to get. He stepped up on the
sidewalk, his leather shoes scuffed and dirty, and started in. If
anyone recognized or noticed him, they didn’t stop or speak to him.
Keeping his eyes ahead, he marched all the way to the large stone
steps. Once there, he took them two at a time until he reached the
heavy wooden doors that stayed, at least during good weather,
propped open.

The tile floor echoed his footsteps on the
marble walls as he strode down the hall. Still looking ahead, he
had gained a little confidence now that he was inside and Jerry
hadn’t appeared and a rolling assault of police cruisers hadn’t
arrived to cart him off for homicide.

That was another good thing. The city police
department was located in the basement of the building. If
something besides the fiasco at his office had been phoned into the
authorities, something say like the discovery of three dead people
in his subdivision, there’d be a hell of a lot more activity
around. As it was, he met no one in the hall as he made his
way.

He stopped at the door to the mayor’s outer
office. A tinted glass door proudly displayed the words: Dale
Wegmann, Mayor, in large block letters.

Dale, another ghost from the past. Despite
their childhood, Dale had become a key figure in Benedict life, and
Michael had simply allowed it. There’d been chances a plenty along
Dale’s rise to power to block the ascent. Having left the state
upon graduation, he’d earned a law degree out west, returned and
hung a shingle out in his hometown. His popularity rose and it was
soon evident that he had his eyes on public office. Money was a
motivator to almost everyone who sought a law degree, but along the
way another addiction was sometimes fostered: the addiction to
power.

Being mayor of a small burg like Benedict
wasn’t like holding the same office in Chicago or New York, but in
a small town sometimes it was worth missing out on the high salary
and just taking the plunge. Because when it was all said and done,
good old folks feared a man much more when he didn’t sit up in an
ivory tower. Nope, when the man could walk into your shop or drop
by your home, when he could call you by your first name and still
influence the laws of the land, that was real power.

All Dale really needed to win the election
almost five years ago, were two things. The first was money, which
Michael Cole had in abundance. Second, and just as prized as
wealth, was the ability to influence people. And not the type of
influence a public service announcement would project.

It District Attorney Wegmann had fostered a
relationship with a pretty young girl named Cathy. A blue-eyed
beauty whose only flaw was she just hadn’t reached her eighteenth
birthday. Not a big problem in this day and age, since
Mississippi’s lowered its age of consent to sixteen. But at that
time, the age was two years greater. That, in itself, shouldn’t
cause a great deal of grief. But, considering that DA Wegmann was a
married man and his own teenage daughter was very good friends with
young Cathy, though not yet in her age group, complications, shall
we say, arose.

Michael Cole would, in no way, have lowered
himself to use such greasy tactics necessary to handle this
complicated situation. But, being in his business, handling
accounts worth millions that would suffer considerably by the
merest hint of an embarrassing situation, Michael had made a few
connections. So, by the time Dale had come calling, Michael was
more than willing to lend a helping hand, with a few concessions,
of course.

Today, within five minutes, he was about to
see how strong a commitment the mayor had made.

It would have been nice to pick up the phone
now, call in a henchman and have Jerry Garrett taken care of. It
was nowhere near that easy, though. Michael needed official help.
Not the work of shadows. Even if Garrett disappeared from the face
of the earth, there would still be all those bodies. And too many
arrows pointing at Cole.

Mayor Wegmann was well-known as a workaholic.
Now that Michael thought about it, many of the city’s officials
were known to keep long hours. That’s why the town hall was
virtually always open. There was little difference, he supposed,
between the public and private sectors. Well, unless you took the
salaries into account.

Michael was banking on Wegmann being at his
desk. There was little time for him to drive to his residence.

The reception area was empty. A wooden door
with a brass plaque proclaiming Mayor, was the office of Dale
Wegmann—former bully and almost child molester. Michael
knocked.

“Just a minute,” a gruff voice said from
inside.

In less than a fraction of that time, Dale
was opening the door. The shock at seeing Michael was evident.

“Michael, Michael Cole.”

“Dale. Sorry to bother you on a Saturday, but
I really need your help.” The words just gushed from Michael. As he
spoke, the mayor slowly eased the door open. Back near Wegmann’s
door, a uniformed man stood from a chair and turned to face
Michael. It was a man that Cole knew well.

“That’s…that’s fine. I…uh…think you know
Chief Streeter.”

Michael struggled to find words, but he
couldn’t. It wasn’t the sight of the Benedict Chief of Police that
stole his voice, but it was the movement, oh so subtle, of Streeter
reaching for his gun and popping the safety snap of his holster as
he stepped towards the door.

The world froze.

Something, Michael’s mind screamed, had gone
very, very wrong.

 


* * *

 


Stephanie Cole had never been a big believer
in the power of the mind. Fitting, actually, since she spent so
much of her time trying to dull her neural pathways, trying to fade
real life away. There was a lot to be said about being
medicinally-removed from reality.

But, neither was she a stupid woman.

If she’d taken the lithium, she’d have doomed
herself.

As it stood, she’d placed the tablets back
into the bottle, then, thinking better of it, she’d emptied the
entirety into the commode. It would have been an even better idea
to make sure the bathroom had water. The toilet was bone dry.
Still, the action served its purpose. She wouldn’t be putting her
hand down in that nasty thing.

But sadly, that was as far as she’d gotten on
plans for saving herself from this predicament. Oh, she’d tried. Of
course she had. Her knuckles were busted and the skin peeled from
most of them where she’d beaten and banged on the door, even on the
walls. But the door didn’t give, neither did the walls.

It was the suspense that was driving her
crazy. The sick anticipation seemed to grow, replicating itself
with every passing minute, but nothing happened. Every second that
passed meant that son of a bitch was a second closer to
returning.

This time she would fight. Fight like a demon
let loose from its fiery prison onto the world. Even if she
couldn’t win, she would take him with her.

The thought of not winning broke her resolve.
Broke her, actually. Tears formed anew in the corners of her eyes
and before she knew it, she was sobbing uncontrollably.

“Hello…” the voice was weak and if Stephanie
hadn’t been between shuddering wretches, she would have missed it
completely. She fell silent, making her body cease its ragged
breathing. A few seconds passed and the voice didn’t come again,
the call not repeating.

And then, there it was again. Hesitant, weak
and coming from—the ceiling? Stephanie jumped to her feet looking
around the top portion of the tiny lavatory. A vent, above the sink
counter. Rusted and old, an air vent.

“I hear you,” she said, not shouting, but
loud enough to hurry. If her abductor was in the house, she didn’t
think he’d been the source of the voice, so she didn’t want anyone
but whoever was calling her to hear.

“Are you with the bad man?” The voice was a
bit stronger this time, but still weak, fragile: the voice of a
child. A very familiar child’s voice, at that.

“Christal?” The name seemed to drag itself
from her throat, pulling itself over her lips.

“Mommy?” It came back immediately. “Is…is
that you?”

“Oh baby, oh sweetie, how did you get
here.”

“The bad man came and got me. He hurt Mrs.
Wylder. Hurt her bad! Might have killed her.” The words came like
machine gunfire until ending in a breathless crash.

“Did he hurt you?”

Sniffling, Christal answered. “He put a knife
on my face. He cut me, but just a little.”

“Shh, shh, sweetie,” Stephanie soothed. “It’s
okay. Mommy’s here. We’ll get out of here. I promise.” And that,
she thought to herself, was a real promise; one that she would not
break. Stephanie Cole had resigned herself that this day, after
whatever her kidnapper had in store for her, she would die. She
would not, however, resign her daughter to the same fate. No matter
what it took, no matter what she had to do, Christal would get away
from him. And soon, before that deranged crazy bastard could lay
another finger on her baby.

“Listen. Baby, calm down.” Stephanie’s mind
was racing, trying to think. As she scoured the room one more time,
she saw the toilet and thought of just how close she’d come to
taking the lithium. If she’d done that she’d be useless right now.
Totally, absolutely useless. She wasn’t better off right now, but
every little bit helped at the moment.

“Look, baby. Look around where you are. Tell
me what kind of room you’re in.”

“I’m in a bedroom Mommy. But it’s really
dirty, dust everywhere. And the door’s locked.”

“Is there a window.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Such a polite child even in
such dire circumstances. Stephanie’s chest swelled with pride.
Somehow, she and Michael had raised a very wonderful little
girl.

“Good. Now go look and tell me if you can
climb out? See if you can touch the ground. Okay?”

“Okay, Mommy. Hang on.”

Time stretched on and on.

“Mommy,” Christal called, excited.

“Did you find something?”

“Yeah. Kinda. Outside the window, there’s a
roof.”

A roof? Either the window was a doghouse
opening to the roof or Christal was looking down at a covered porch
or the like. Not good. That’s really not what Stephanie had wanted
to hear. She’d hoped they’d been on a ground floor. But it would
have to do. It would just have to. “Can you open the window,
Christal?”

“Hang on.” Again, time expanded. This time,
she didn’t think her daughter would return.

“No, it’s stuck. I tried. I really tried.”
She started to cry. Even through the vent, Stephanie could hear
her.

“Baby, it’s okay. It’s alright. This is an
old house. Bound to have some things broken. But don’t worry about
it. Look around the room. Can you find something to break the
glass?”

“I see a lamp. That would work. Wouldn’t
it?”

“Yes, Christal, baby, that’s great. Go get
it.”

Silence. Much too long. “Christal,” Stephanie
finally called. “Are you there?”

“Mommy, I’m scared.”

“I know, sugar. Me, too.”

“Real scared.”

“Me, too, baby.”

“I want Daddy.”

“Me, too, honey,” she said before realizing
it. And it was true. Michael Cole, despite everything, would be a
very welcome sight right now.

More silence.

“Christal, we have to be brave. Okay? You’re
a brave girl, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. I guess.” There was still a whine in
her voice, but Stephanie knew she couldn’t expect anything
different. She was scared stiff; she couldn’t imagine what her
little eight-year-old daughter was feeling.

“Good. Now, listen to Mama and do exactly as
I say.”

“Okay, Mommy. I’m listening.”

 


* * *

 


If the Porsche had never been worth its money
before, it was proving its worth now. Michael Cole didn’t even know
he could run as fast as he did away from Mayor Wegmann’s office. He
heard both Dale and Streeter call out after him, but he was sure it
was for more than a nice little talk about the latest sports
scores.

The car shot around slow moving traffic and
carried Michael further and further away from town hall but he was
basically driving blind. He didn’t have anywhere to go. There was
no place for him to hide. And it wouldn’t take the chief a minute
to radio in and give his position and direction. Michael didn’t
have any clue how many cops were on duty. If he had to bet, even
the off-duty police were on today because of Carrie’s suicide.

He didn’t understand why he was wanted
already. It didn’t make any sense. Certainly it couldn’t be simply
because of his presence at his lover’s suicide. That wouldn’t make
Streeter go for his gun. Would it?

Surely not. Jessie Streeter was as straight
an arrow as they came to chief of police. The first black man to
hold that office in the town’s history had no known enemies. He was
a good old boy who worked hard and hunted deer whenever the season
was open, almost to an obsession. No, Streeter wouldn’t have
reacted the way he did without provocation. Neither would
Wegmann.

They knew something; Michael just didn’t know
what.

As it turned out, he just needed to wait.

Michael took a sharp curve, knocking into an
oncoming Nissan minivan at an intersection. The crash rocked his
world, but he wasn’t going to let a tiny thing like an auto
accident stop him now. Instead of stopping, or even slowing, to see
if the driver of the Nissan was injured, he pressed the accelerator
down to the floor as he speed-shifted through the gears.

He checked his rearview as he hit a
straightaway. There were no flashing lights to be seen.

His cell sounded in the seat next to him. He
ignored it. It continued on for several rings and went to
voicemail. It started again. This went three more times before the
sound of the ringing wore him down. There was something
psychologically powerful about an unanswered phone, something that
no matter what the situation, it egged at you until you either
answered it or threw the phone down and smashed it into a million
pieces. Well, in his current situation, Michael had both feet busy
so he plucked it from the seat and checked the caller ID display.
Another blocked call.

Jerry!

Michael clicked to answer the phone and
brought it to his ear. “Cole.”

“Hey buddy, how’s tricks?”

“You son of a bitch! What in God’s name do
you think you’re doing? What have you done?”

“Shut up. Listen to me.” A pause. Not to see
if his instructions were followed, just to prepare his words.
“Perhaps you’re already aware, the local authorities have received
an anonymous tip that you, the renowned Michael Cole, the local
version of Henry Ford, self-made millionaire, is not only
responsible for the deaths of your wife, daughter and two
neighbors, but also of a unidentified female of Barbados
descent—”

“You mother—”

“I said shut up. Didn’t I? I could just hang
up and fade away. That would be great for me, very bad for you. No
worries, old pal, your tight-assed, pill-popping wife and sweet
little daughter are still among the living…for now. You see, if I
had killed them, well, how would I get you to play our game?”

Michael wanted to hang up, throw the phone
out the window. But Jerry was right. If he disappeared and he did,
in fact, know the whereabouts of Stephanie and Christal, what would
happen to them? Damn! They should have been his very first
responsibility. What was he thinking?

Himself.

That’s exactly what he’d been thinking about.
Himself, no one else. Not even his wife, not even his child.

“What game?”

“Michael, I know we go back a good long time,
but I must caution you, I don’t like being interrupted.”

“Whatever you say.” The man’s calm voice
contrasted with the blur of the townscape as the Porsche rocketed
down the road. Since there was no cruiser, Michael made a rather
wise judgment in taking another turn and dropping his speed. If the
cops hadn’t found him on their own, he’d be damned if one would
just because they noticed him racing around. Besides, until he
learned more from Jerry he was, if effect, simply spinning his
wheels.

“Now that’s what I like to hear. Now, one
cannot play a game with any chance of success of winning without
knowing the basic rules of said game. Don’t you agree?”

“Yes.” Michael was being patronized, but he
saw he had no choice.

“Here is what you must do. First, do not go
home. By now the Reddick home is a blazing inferno, and the police
dispatched to check the tip won’t have much luck until the fire
department can cool the crime scene down. Second, do not stop your
car. For any reason. If a police officer, sheriff’s deputy, state
trooper or even a meter maid tries to pull you over, you keep
going. No matter what. Head north out of Benedict. Take Salem Road
until it branches with Mount Wacomas and start up. I’ll call again.
Understood?”

“Yes.”

“Good. You play this well, Michael, you’ll
allow the two people you should care for most in the world to
live.”

“How do I know they’re still alive?”

“You don’t.”

“I want to talk to them.”

“No.”

“Come on, Jerusalem. I’m playing along with
you. I’m doing as you ask. You have to give me something. You have
to.”

“No, Mikey, I do not. Seems like I gave you
more than enough two decades ago. And you’ve been taking ever
since.” The connection broke and Jerry was gone.

Michael was sick to his stomach—only using
the word ‘sick’ was a gross understatement.

His mind was running a thousand miles a
minute as he crossed of the town limit and headed north, just as
Jerry ordered. He knew where he was going. In his opinion, Jerry’s
father’s house was a fitting location for their confrontation. It
had changed both their lives all those years ago and whatever was
to happen in the next short while would undoubtedly change them
once more. If either had a life left to change when it was all said
and done.

He was no fool. Jerusalem Garrett had come
here to bleed him of every penny he had. But even then, before
things had gone so horribly wrong on both their ends, there had
been no intention of Michael surviving their reunion. But with
Stephanie and Christal at stake, Michael was not about to go down
without one hell of a fight.

When this was all over, no matter what
happened to him, his heart would beat long enough to make sure his
family was safe. Somehow, someway.

 


 


 


Thirty Three

 


Then

 


Tall oaks lined the drive as Jerry gunned the
Trans Am. A rolling green lawn, formidable and expansive even in
the moonlight, lay to either side of the drive and up on the right
was the house.

The Garrett place was easily the largest,
grandest house Michael had ever seen in natural life. Modeled after
the Southfork Ranch, the mansion the Ewing family had made famous
on the television show “Dallas,” Jerry’s father spared no expense
in recreating it as accurately as possible, importing architects
from across the country.

It was no secret that Garrett was a wealthy
man. It was also public knowledge that he had not acquired his
money from his salary. The four year term had been enough for him
and he didn’t even campaign for reelection. Jerry’s father, it was
said, had a true knack for stock trading. Years before the term
‘Day Trading’ was coined, Garrett made the largest fortune that
Benedict had ever seen playing not only stocks, but commodities,
funds and bonds. With a degree in economics from his home state of
Colorado, it was only a matter of time before he moved from public
service and the elected office, in which he’d been working since he
began his career, starting out as a paralegal, then on to a county
supervisor, then city council member, and into the seat of interim
mayor in Benedict. His one and only mayoral election had been a
landslide, really, one for the history books. When he announced he
would not be seeking reelection, there was public outcry. He was
not only a popular town administrator, but he was a respected one
as well. That mix was not always found in the same person.

While he now held no office, Dalton Garrett
was still in place as a power player. In fact, some folks argued
that though Houghton Griffin was the town’s duly elected mayor,
Dalton Garrett still called the shots that counted.

A few months ago Jerry had divulged to
Michael how much he thought his father was worth. Not as a matter
of pride but something more along the lines of, “That son of a
bitch. Got ten million in a bank account, so he thinks he knows
best for every-goddamned-body.” It was hard, no, strike that, it
was impossible for Michael to wrap his head around a million. But
ten million? Forget about it.

Parked in its usual place was Dalton
Garrett’s shiny black BMW M5. It seemed to Michael that every
luxury car they made just happened to be black. So much so that
every time he allowed himself to slip into fantasy, the car he was
driving, which changed from time to time, was any color but black.
Michael Cole didn’t aspire to be just financially secure one day.
No, sir, his fantasies had him rich as a king. After all, if you
were going to dream, shouldn’t you dream big?

Michael Cole was at poverty level. His father
got a check in the mail once a month from welfare, but even with
his part-time job, Mike, who got no assistance of any kind from his
father, except maybe some old toast or cold pizza left behind,
barely managed to keep a shirt on his back. If not for his
daydreams, he would undoubtedly be so mournful of his situation
that he would be unable to retain his sanity.

Michael Cole had no talent that would propel
him to the level of wealth to which he aspired. He was a good
football player, but even if he managed a scholarship to a decent
school, he had no illusions that he was pro material. The best
reality that he could hope for was to earn a four-year degree and
land an office job earning, at best, sixty thousand a year. That
kind of salary didn’t buy many BMW M5s.

In his mind, nevertheless, things were much
different: he’d be dressed in finely tailored suits, his shoes
shining so brightly he could comb his hair by them, a wallet full
of cash, a trophy wife on his arm, the envy of everyone. He would
have women, eat at fine restaurants, and have the biggest house
anyone in Benedict had ever seen. He didn’t have a plan to attain
such a life, however, but he figured that he might amass a small
savings account and buy a few stocks, maybe upstarts, and see where
that took him. Hell, if Dalton Garrett could do it, so could
Michael Cole, right?

Jerry pulled to a stop behind his father’s
car. Michael looked around but didn’t see Shelia’s station wagon.
This meant, in Mike’s eyes, that she had been picked up by Dalton
and brought back here. That bespoke familiarity to a whole new
level. Something was not good about that. Okay, so a father banging
his son’s girl wasn’t good, but the absence of a second vehicle
shows, in a way, that this was not the first time, or at least that
this encounter had been well orchestrated. Unless of course, they’d
fled in her station wagon. That would explain a lot as well. “Are
they still here?”

A laugh. “Yeah, partner. They’re not going
anywhere.”

“What did you do?” Mike’s voice growing
grave.

“Nothing much,” Jerry said, then catching
Mike’s meaning, “there’re still breathing. Not that they deserve to
be. But they are…for now.”

That did not sound good to Mike. He was fine
with being a source of emotional support for his best friend. There
was no way he wouldn’t be there for him in a time like this. But
there were limits.

Weren’t there?

“Any more beer down there?”

Michael rustled the bag at his feet. “Nope.
All gone.”

“Just as well. I have a taste for something a
bit stronger.” Jerry pushed open his door and swung his feet out.
“Let’s go.”

Michael followed him to the front door, all
the while hoping that perhaps headlights would fall of them from an
upcoming car. He hoped an earthquake would hit, shaking the ground
so violently that they’d have to search out cover. Hoped for an
instant flood, the clouds opening up and letting loose a year’s
worth of rain. Even an alien invasion, anything that would change
this situation, and allow him a means of escape. But the ground was
still, the night clear and if any UFO’s were, at this moment,
entering the earth’s atmosphere, it wasn’t over this little piece
of Benedict, Mississippi.

Jerry let them in the house, walking in as if
it were just another Friday night and he was in from a date or
party. That was the thing with Jerry, he possessed a well of
confidence and bravado that he could seemingly summon at will.

The floor was highly polished tile. While the
exterior was a copycat of the famous sitcom mansion, Dalton had
chosen his own style of interior decorating. Not that it was any
less grand for that. The foyer opened into a grand room with a dual
staircase wrapping around to a landing halfway. From that landing
two stairways, one on either side, led to the second floor. In the
great room, small trees were potted in tall, ornate urns, a table
sat mid-center holding a colorfully vibrant floral arrangement, and
high above the arrangement was a beautiful eye-catching chandelier.
If you didn’t know the owner of this house was loaded by looking at
this one room, you were as dumb as a dirty rock.

Michael’s eyes fell rationally upon the
stairs. Rationally because the stairs led upwards. Upwards was
where the bedrooms were. Bedrooms being Dalton’s and Jerry’s. He
hadn’t said in which bed he’d found the two, his father and his
lover, but Michael was taking a good guess it had been in the
master bedroom.

That was why he didn’t know what to think
when Jerry started off in the direction of his father’s study.
“Come on, Mike. Let’s have us a drink first.”

It was the word ‘first’ that tickled its way
through Mike’s ears and into his brain. The way Jerry had said it
sounded like it meant something very important, as if it left
something serious unsaid. Michael swallowed, his throat dry as sand
in a scorching desert.

This night was going to get very bad, he just
knew it. And all that badness wouldn’t be long in coming.

 


 


* * *



 


When Jerry had said he was ready for
something a little stronger, he hadn’t been lying. The way he
started pounding it back, Michael found he had the slightest
glimmer of hope that he’d get so stoned on the top shelf liquor in
his father’s cabinet that he’d simply pass out or better yet, stand
up, trip over his own feet and crack his head on the way down,
rendering him unconscious for a good eight to twelve hours. No such
luck was in the cards, however. Finishing off the bottle of Crown
Royal, Jerry stood, looking just as stone cold sober as the day he
was born. Michael figured that having your whole world ripped away
by a lustful tryst would take more than liquor to quell.

For his part, Michael made himself a scotch
and soda, but merely sipped. No particular fan of scotch, he simply
liked the way the bottle looked. He tried engaging Jerry in
conversation, but he merely sat in the leather chair slugging
straight from the bottle, his resolve growing stronger with each
sip. What that resolve might entail, Michael had no way of
knowing.

While apprehensive about what lay ahead, he’d
also grown tired of waiting. The anticipation was wearing him thin
and god dammit, he was just ready for something.

Or so he thought.

Jerry may have stood well enough, but as
Michael followed him out of the library, into the great room and
onto the stairs, it was easy to see that his balance wasn’t what it
usually was. It could have been the bad ankle, but Michael surmised
that Jerusalem Garrett was just as susceptible to the effects of
alcohol as every other human being, no matter what burden lay on
his heart.

Halfway up the first rise of stairs Michael
said, “Listen, I know you’re upset, Jer, but whatever you’ve got
your mind set on, you should really think about it.”

“Mikey, old buddy, old pal, some things in
life just can’t be tolerated. Some insults demand decisive
measures. Don’t worry, though,” Jerry stopped at the landing and
looked back at his friend. Michael could see the effort his eyes
went to just focusing on him. Yep, Jerry was stone cold drunk.
“We’re not going to kill anyone. But by God, we’re going to teach
them a lesson.”

At least that brought Michael some relief. As
they continued on to Jerry’s room, he let out a silent sigh of
relief. No matter how angry and drunk Jerry might be, he couldn’t
believe he would be an accomplice to murder this night. Jerry was
crazy, but he wasn’t stupid. But what was wrong with giving Dalton
and Shelia a little scare? If such an action wasn’t justified,
Michael didn’t know what was.

“Where are they? In there?” Michael
questioned as they stopped at Jerry’s door.

“No, in that mother fucker’s bed. Tied up.
I’ve just got to get something. Didn’t want to leave this house
with it.” Michael nodded. In twelfth-grade English he’d been
reading a lot of literature and found he was quite fond of it. He’d
never been much of a reader, besides skin magazines, and he enjoyed
the escapism of the stories he found within the pages of books the
teacher selected. He enjoyed the drama of the tale and the
voyeuristic way one lived, at least for a while, with the
characters. While the literature he read was as varied as grains of
sand on the world’s largest beach, they all held some of the same
characteristics. All stories had beginnings, middles, and ends. And
they all told of the moment of decision. Whether subtle or overt,
from the story of Sir Arthur to the conspiracy against Julius
Cesar, there was a point in each story when the move of action, or
move to climax was decided. Michael felt as if he was trapped
inside one of those moments and he couldn’t get out of it. Again he
waited for that earthquake or flood or alien invasion. Still, it
did not come.

What if he took off right now? Left Jerry to
do whatever it was he intended, alone? That would most likely be
the best course of action. But even as those questions presented
themselves, Michael knew he wouldn’t be going anywhere. He owed
everything that was good in his life to Jerry, to his blood
brother. Jerry had befriended him, had extended the hand of
goodwill when Michael was sinking in the pool of slime that was his
life.

No, some things you just had to work through.
Whatever happened, he would carry out this crackpot idea. It was
the least he could do for the guy who changed his life. Wasn’t
it?

Jerry wasn’t in the room for a moment before
he stepped out again. In his hand was a shiny revolver with ivory
handles. Its long barrel gave it the look of the six shooters used
in every western Michael had ever seen on the television. Only this
wasn’t “Gunsmoke” or A Fistful of Dollars. This was as real as it
got.

Dalton’s bedroom lay only a dozen feet away
down the plush carpeted hallway. When the two arrived at the door,
Jerry swung back with the gun in his hand and slammed the door open
with the butt of the revolver. It might have been his imagination
running wild, but as Michael followed Jerry across the threshold,
he could feel a chill spreading through his body, a chill that the
warm house shouldn’t have caused.

A lamp was aglow on a bedside table. The bed
was huge, a four poster constructed of heavy dark wood and
embellished with intricate carvings. But the bed wasn’t what
instantly caught Mike’s attention. Strapped to the bed in a sitting
position, their backs against the high headboard, were Shelia and
Dalton Garrett. Naked, bleeding.

Mike’s eyes scanned Dalton’s bare chest but
settled on Shelia. Her breasts were small, pert, the nipples
slightly upturned.

There were a dozen small cuts across both
their bodies.

Dalton’s eyes grew large as his son burst
into the room, Shelia’s own, tear-filled, averted both boys. They
made little more than muffled sounds. Jerry had secured gags in
their mouths. A pair of his own wadded up underwear was stuck deep
into Dalton’s mouth, a belt holding it in place. Shelia was gagged
no more extravagantly; a pair of black socks filled her mouth, held
secure by the sash of a housecoat.

The cuts were angry, bleeding. While not
long, Michael guessed they were very deep, and painful. Jerry had
always had a fascination with knives, but save for their ritual at
the creek so many years ago, he’d never known his friend to turn
the blade on a living thing. Until now, that is.

“Look at them, Mike. Look at them.” Jerry
motioned with the gun. “How many guys you know ever expect to come
home early, tired after a long day at school, to find their piece
of ass riding their daddy’s cock like an amusement park ride? Not
too many I’d bet. Guess I’m just lucky that way.”

Dalton tried to talk, no doubt a plea to his
son. Jerry simply walked over, reared back and thundered a haymaker
into his father’s left temple.

Yeah, Michael thought, this is not only
illegal, it’s felonious.

Jerry slowly, as to not make his liquor-laced
walk apparent, waltzed to the other side of the bed. He ran a hand
over Shelia’s breast. She bucked as if his touch burned her flesh.
Michael willed her to be still, for both of them to be quiet. They
could still come back from this. All they had to do was remain
calm, not anger Jerry any further, and they could all walk
away.

“You’re a pretty girl, Shelia. But you aren’t
all that. Bitches like you, they’re a dime a dozen.” Jerry looked
up at his father. “Aren’t they, pops? You stupid fucker. You greedy
bastard. What in the fuck were you thinking?” Jerry’s voice grew
louder with each expletive.

Dalton shook his head violently. Shelia
merely whimpered.

“So, that brings us to this: What should I do
with you two?” He waited a heartbeat. Naturally, neither captive
could speak. “No ideas? What do you think, Mike?”

“I…uh…”

“You see, even Mike’s at a loss for words.”
Jerry moved over to Michael, holding out the gun. “Hold this.”

“Jer, I—”

“Take it.” It was an order. Despite his
strike back type of personality, he did just as he was told. The
gun was hefty, felt heavy in his hands, the grips remarkably cool.
Crazily, Michael felt powerful with the western-style pistol. His
experience with firearms was nil, but given different
circumstances, he felt he could start to like the feeling the
weapon gave him. Like it a lot, actually. But the fact that, while
he wasn’t holding the gun on Jerry’s father or his girlfriend, he
still held the gun, the two were still bound and gagged, and that
he had the ability to kill them both with two small pulls of the
trigger, soured what most likely would have been a supreme
feeling.

With his hands now free, Jerry started pacing
around the room. “You know if it was simply a matter of infidelity,
I wouldn’t be taking this anywhere near as hard. However, since
Shelia is not only my girlfriend, but I am in love with her, and
went not to Lonnie’s in Corinth for sports gear, but to the jewelry
shop in Tupelo, purchasing a very exquisite, very expensive
engagement ring, I’m tending to take this a bit harder. Especially
considering that my father, the man I respect most in the world,
the only man I respect for that matter, has been slipping the
salami to the love of my life,” he paused then, taking a deep
breath, “JUST BLOWS MY FREAKING MIND!”

Loosening the knots in the nylon rope that
held her, Jerry grabbed Shelia by her shoulders, fingers digging
into her soft flesh, and ripped out of her restraints. It was a
true testament of Jerry’s raw strength. He tossed her on the floor
like a rag doll.

“Jerry!” Michael shouted, taking a step
towards the recent couple.

Pivoting on one foot, Jerry came face to face
with Mike, and with the index finger of his right hand, he jabbed
his friend’s chest and said, “You’re either on my side or not. With
me or against me. Your choice, but I’d think about it really hard.”
The threat was clear even if unspoken. If he decided to jump the
fence he’d be no better off than his two captives, perhaps worse.
Michael looked into his friend’s eyes. There was nothing there but
pure anger. Obscene and corrosive hate flowed through him. The last
ten years of their lives, their friendship, their bond meant very
little at the moment.

Michael backed up.

Jerry kicked Shelia’s side. Ribs cracked loud
enough for everyone in the room to hear them. Shelia wailed against
the gag, her face flushing deep crimson. He jumped down on top of
her, straddling her as if he were about to make love. But no, there
was no love in Jerusalem. Not tonight, perhaps never again.

“I ought to choke the very life out of you.”
To emphasize his point, he throttled her, his big hands squeezing
her delicate neck. Shelia was very pretty. Michael could see her
and Jerry together. They could have made quite the couple. Her
brunette hair fell out to frame her face like soft silk, her tanned
skin, golden and alive. Even in this condition she was quite the
pretty young thing.

“Jerry, let her go.” It wasn’t a whisper
exactly, but something quite close. With Dalton struggling against
his ropes and Shelia whimpering louder and louder, there was no way
his words could carry. Grasping the gun tighter, “Damn it, Jerry. I
said stop it.”

The command went unheeded; Jerry fumbled at
his pants, trying to free himself. Obviously, he’d changed his mind
from strangling her to death to raping her. That’s what really got
Michael fired up. For some reason, rape started his blood to
boiling, for while he was having a bit of success controlling him
while he was beating on them, rape opened a whole other bag of
worms.

In a lightning-fast movement, Michael was at
Jerry’s back. He put the gun to his head. “Get off her,” he
commanded. Jerry stopped fiddling with his jeans but made no move
to rise. Michael pulled the trigger back, “I said, get off
her.”

Slowly, Jerry did rise. Slow, calculated,
each move signaled efficiency. Even though he was holding the gun,
Michael found himself sidestepping. He was a pretty good sized
young man. Built solid and tight, he could handle himself in a
tussle if he had to—he’d proven that. At least in a tussle with
someone who wasn’t Jerry Garrett. Jerry was the bigger of the two,
but Michael’s disadvantages didn’t end there. Michael could fight,
but Jerry was a fighter. There was a lot of difference between the
two. Michael fought when he had to, Jerry fought because he wanted
to. And, at least in what Michael had seen, he was very, very good
at it.

This was the last thing in the world Michael
wanted. Given a thousand years, he could never have imagined
turning a gun on his best friend. Never. It was sickening how
quickly sugar can turn to shit.

If Jerry feared the business end of the gun,
you couldn’t tell it by looking at him. They were just about the
same height, the difference just centimeters. Only four feet
separated them, and that was too close for Michael. Yet, he had to
maintain control, for if he lost it now, he would likely lose his
life.

“I see you’ve made your decision, pal,” Jerry
said, “I think you’ll regret it.”

“You didn’t leave me a choice, Jerry. I can’t
stand by while you do this. You shouldn’t do this.”

“I’ll give you one last chance, Mikey,
considering you’re my best friend. But this is going to happen. No
matter what you think.”

“Just move away from her, Jerry. Nothing’s
got to happen. Just chill, man. I know you’re upset. Hell, there’s
no way you couldn’t be. But this,” Michael said shaking the gun,
“this isn’t the answer.”

Jerry looked down at Shelia. She was shaking
from fear, from dread, from who knew what else. Then, to his
father, “You can have her; she’s nothing but a two-dollar whore
anyway.”

With a long step, Jerry moved away.

And went into action. With almost
supernatural speed, he lunged at Mike, grabbing the gun with one
hand and using the other as a bar to come up the inside Michael’s
outstretched arm. Michael felt the bone snap as Jerry brought him
down and his knee up, connecting with the elbow. His fingers went
weak, incredibly weak, and the gun started to fall from his hand.
But before it did fall, the finger on the trigger, whether by
reflex, forced movement, or a command from Michael’s brain, worked
the action and a bullet roared from the barrel. The sound was
deafening in the confines of the bedroom.

The revolver fell to the ground with a thud
on the shag carpeting.

Shocked that he’d fired the weapon, both
Jerry and Michael looked to see where the round went. Dalton
Garrett’s chest had erupted in blood. The bullet had created a
small, perfectly round hole, right above his sternum. There was
little blood flowing from the hole. A heart shot.

“Jesus Christ,” was all that Michael had time
to mutter before his world was rocked by Jerry’s fist. The shot
connected with his jaw and he dropped like a sack of potatoes.
Crumpled on the ground, his right arm useless, he tried to
backpedal his way with one arm—it wasn’t working. He saw Jerry
stoop to get the gun, but he couldn’t do anything about it. His arm
screamed in pain and his vision was badly blurred from the punch
that any world class boxer would have envied.

And then it was too late. The gun was pointed
at him. In the middle of the expansive bedroom, the knuckles of his
left hand buried in the deep carpet, there was nowhere for him to
go.

This was it.

He was going to die.

Not, of course, before committing murder.
Dalton Garrett had been a very good man. He’d treated Michael like
his own son. So, he’d made a mistake. Did that mean he deserved to
die at the hands of a teenager? Well, Michael didn’t know, but he
found himself more worried about his own skin than anyone else’s,
right now.

“Go,” Jerry said simply. At first Michael
wasn’t sure he’d heard him right. “Go,” he said again. “Get out.
You can’t save her. But you can save yourself.”

Was this a trick? Was Jerry really letting
him go? Or was it merely a diversionary tactic so he could shoot
him in the back?

“Go, god damn it. Before I change my
mind.”

Shelia had gotten to her knees; she was
pulling herself to her feet by the bed. Jerry pivoted on his heel,
bringing the gun to bear.

It was now or never. Jerry was right. He
couldn’t save her, but he could save himself.

Michael turned, used his feet to kick off and
was up and running. He was out of the bedroom and to the stairs
before he heard the gunshot ring out. But he didn’t stop there. He
ran and ran and ran.

Michael didn’t stop running until he was down
the Garrett’s driveway and out on the county road. He was
breathless, hurting, scared and confused.

That was the night that Michael Cole lost his
innocence.

 


 


 


 


 


Thirty Four

 


Now

 


Breaking glass crashed just as Jerry was
ending the call with Mike. He’d heard it, but forced himself to
remain calm. Now that the call was over, he headed off to
investigate.

The house was large. The house was falling
apart. Dalton Garrett had been a brilliant man with outstanding
foresight. When he’d built up the house, he’d set up a fund to
cover property taxes and a myriad assortment of incidentals.
Unfortunately, that fund did not include provisions for upkeep or
routine maintenance.

There was no electrical service, nor did
Jerry plan on having it restored. The electricity the house did
have was provided courtesy of an old, rusted generator in the
basement. It didn’t power much besides the lights, but Jerry didn’t
require much.

The steps groaned underfoot and the banister,
once a richly polished oak, strained under his hand.

On the second floor he quickly made his way
to a bedroom, knowing the bathroom had no window to break. Instead
of taking the time to turn the knob, he kicked the door open and
found just exactly what he expected. An empty room, a broken
window. “Little bitch,” he muttered, flying into the room, across
the floor. He hung his head out the window, careful of the jagged
glass still clinging to the frame. He should have tied the little
shit up, he realized. Hindsight was always 20/20.

He didn’t see Christal Cole on the roof of
the south wing of the house. Maybe she’d fallen off and broken a
leg. Perhaps not. He’d have to check.

But first, he’d check on the mother.

 


***

 


Christal’s heart thudded in her chest. She
didn’t even know she was afraid of heights until she’d climbed out
the window and slipped once on the old, worn shingles. That one
slip had made her aware of just how high up she actually was.

She did as her mother told her, but she
couldn’t find any windows into which she could climb. She didn’t
think she’d be able to open one if she did find it, but she hadn’t
brought that up to her mother. Christal was bright enough to know
that hers and her mother’s survival depended on her being brave and
doing the right thing.

She continued on down the rooftop, stooped
low to maintain her shaky balance. The rooftop was about twenty
five feet long, with a width of twelve. At the end of the roof, a
tree, not much more than a sapling, grew wild. Christal didn’t
really trust it to support her. But what choice did she have?

She sat down on her rear and slowly scooted
towards the edge, the shingles were rough and she could feel it
rubbing her skin even through her pants. Christal was no more of a
climber than any other eight year old girl. She’d crawled up and
down the monkey bars at school during recess, she played on an old
apple tree at Mrs. Wylder’s house a handful of times, but she was
not, and did not think herself, particularly proficient at the
skill. Unfortunately, she had little choice at the moment.

She scooted out as far as possible, her legs
dangling over the sharp shingles and across a badly clogged gutter.
Leaning forward, she reached out for the nearest branch, hoping to
pull the tree a bit closer to her. Christal’s fingers didn’t even
brush against the tiny nib of a small limb.

This just wasn’t fair. She did just like her
mother said. She almost fell off the roof, she broke out a window,
she had a knife held on her and even cut her, and she saw her nanny
get hurt bad, maybe even killed. It was all just too much for her.
She just couldn’t take any more.

Christal heard a door bang open and she knew
she was in big trouble. She wasn’t far enough away from the window.
If that mean man looked out, there’s no way he’d miss her.

Christal really hoped that God was up in
heaven and that He was looking down on her. She simply leaned
forward, warms outstretched and fell.

Fast.

She splayed out her hands, praying they found
purchase. They did, but not without consequences. Thin limbs,
barely larger than twine, slapped at her face, her neck, her hands
and legs. And they slapped hard. It was all Christal could do to
not scream out in pain. But she knew that, too, would have
consequences. Dire ones. But her arms finally found the thicker
trunk of the tree and she slid down, out view. She didn’t know how
lucky she was. Six inches higher and the top of her corn silk
blonde hair would have been visible from the bedroom window from
which she had only just escaped. Another thing in her favor was
that her slight weight was not enough to shake the tree enough for
her pursuer to notice. Oh, it moved, but not quite enough.

It seemed, at least for now, her prayers had
been answered.

She made it to the bottom of the tree without
difficulty. A quick scan of her surroundings told her she was in
the rear of the house. In the front lay the driveway, and then the
road, the possibility of help. That’s where her mother wanted her
to go. But though Christal trusted her mother, something told her
that heading that way would be a mistake. Wouldn’t that be the way
the mean man would expect her to go? She thought so. But the only
other choice she had was to run across the weedy law—it looked more
like a jungle than a yard—and hit the tree line. Smashing glass and
climbing little trees was one thing, going through the woods all
alone was another thing altogether.

She was wasting time, and she knew it. But
doggone it, she was scared. Christal wanted her daddy more than
anything in the world right now. If Daddy was here, he’d make
everything alright. She just knew it!

But Daddy, again, wasn’t here. It was up to
her. All up to her. If she ever wanted to see Daddy, or Mommy for
that matter, again, she had to do something. She had to find help.
Christal suddenly thought about the cell phone she’d wanted just a
few weeks ago. Mommy and Daddy both said she was too young for such
a thing. They probably wouldn’t think so right now, now would they?
That kind of thinking wasn’t getting her anywhere.

She looked all around her and up at the house
to see if anyone was looking through a window. She couldn’t see
them all. This was a very big house. Bigger than hers, even. But
standing here waiting to get caught and put back in that room isn’t
a very smart thing to do. Nope, not smart at all.

So she took off.

Christal always ate all the vegetables on her
plate, even those yucky green peas, and she liked fruit a lot.
Mother and Mrs. Wylder told her it was good to eat those things.
It’d make her strong and healthy. So it shouldn’t have come as a
surprise that she made it all the way across the yard and into the
trees so fast. But, she ran fast this afternoon and the bad man
still caught her. As soon as she passed into the trees, she dropped
down behind the nearest one. Looking back towards the house, she
waited to see if the man was in hot pursuit. Thankfully, no one was
in the yard, running through it or otherwise.

Before she could catch her breath, though,
she heard the sound of a car approaching. Could the man not be by
himself? Did he have a partner? If he did, two could search for her
much better than just one.

Christal checked out her surroundings. The
trees, weeds, and vines grew wild, ran rampant. It looked to her as
if she was the first person ever to come in here. She couldn’t help
but think there was a reason for that.

She loved her mother. And she loved her
father. She wanted to see them both again. So she stood straight
up, gritted her teeth and went for help.

 


* * *

 


Stephanie had been listening closely to the
house around her. She hoped she had not signed her own daughter’s
death warrant. Really, what choice was there really? They had not
been abducted for anything as innocent as a fraternity prank or an
unpaid parking ticket. No, whatever this man had on his mind was
trouble. Serious trouble. It had to have something to do with
Michael. It had to.

That brought everything down on her. Michael,
the love of her life, and the bane of her existence both in the
same. It might be passé, but she still believed in the vows they’d
taken. No matter what he’d done to her over the years, no matter
how many other women he’d been with, she had never cheated on him.
And it wasn’t like she didn’t have the chance to do so. In her mind
she was aging, but there was no denying that she did so gracefully.
At the brink of forty, she was still enough a looker to catch men’s
eyes. She’d even been approached several times. But no matter how
lonely she got, no mater how hurt, angry, or disappointed she was
in Michael, she just couldn’t do it. She could not betray the
trust, even if he’d used that same trust like another person might
use toilet paper.

But he’d done something now. Something that
she and her daughter were going to have to pay for. If only she
knew that Christal had made it to safety. That’s all that mattered
at this point. As long as her darling little girl got away from
this awful place and horrible man, she could accept her own grim
fate. However, there was no way she would ever know.

She heard the heavy footsteps outside the
bathroom door. There were coming ever closer, closing the distance
so swiftly.

A door somewhere banged open and then the
footsteps again.

Eternity seemed to pass. A silent, horrible
length of time that seemed to stretch on for eons.

And then they were coming her way, she could
feel it, there was no way to deny it. Stephanie Cole was not a
woman to go out without a fight. She’d known he’d come for her
eventually and while she’d waited, she’d scoured the tiny room for
a weapon. The closest thing she could find for makeshift personal
defense was the shower curtain rod. The curtain itself had, by the
look of it, been the meal of several hundred moths a long time ago,
but the heavy metal rod wasn’t any worse for its age. She’d taken
it down and held it close by. Now, with her captor on his way she
gripped the rod tightly. So tight was her grip her fingers turned
white, drained of blood.

She waited a heartbeat.

Then another.

When the door finally opened it caught her by
surprise despite all her preparation. Perhaps it was the way it
eased open instead of exploding inward like the door to the room
Christal had so recently vacated. The slow deliberate way it swung
in gave her pause. A delay she didn’t need.

She saw a shadow pass over the threshold and,
with grip still tight, she swung like her name was not Stephanie
Cole, but Babe Ruth.
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Michael saw the rod coming straight at his
face. With the reflexes of a much younger man, he ducked. But with
the balance of a man his age, his hurried squat took away his
balance and he fell backwards, hard. He scrambled back, trying to
avoid another swing.

He’d arrived just seconds before. With Kimber
in hand, he’d jumped out of the car and approached the house all
too fast. He knew he should have at least attempted stealth, tried
to be inconspicuous. But his family, his wife and his daughter were
here. And besides, Jerry knew he was coming. The lawn was wide,
wild and not even the wilderness that had reclaimed the lot could
mask his arrival. He’d decided to play it straight.

The porch steps, rotted for years now, had
sagged under his feet like wet cloth as he mounted them. On the
front door, a scrap of paper was affixed by a lone thumbtack.
Second story bathroom, it’d read.

Michael didn’t know what he’d find. But he
was tired of waiting. No, that wasn’t quite right. He couldn’t wait
anymore.

Inside the house, he tried not to think about
the memories he’d had here. Under the circumstances, it shouldn’t
have been too hard, but Michael found those ghosts of yesteryear
calling back to him.

He walked across the great room carefully,
remembering that the last time he’d been in this house was the
first time he’d killed a man. Until today, that’d been the only
murder on his conscience. If all went well, he would not take
another life today. But, to be totally honest to himself, he didn’t
see things going all that well.

He was on the landing, the Kimber gripped
tight and his eyes furiously darting, taking in everything at once.
A few more steps and he was on the second floor.

No sign of anyone or anything. Nothing but
quiet. Not complete silence; there was the low hum, the steady
drone of something in the background. A motor of some kind.

This was a trap. The thought came unbidden
but once it formed he knew it to be true. Michael was not a stupid
man, but neither was he very experienced in this particular thing.
Gun wielding, hunting down psychos, and saving the lives of his
family was a very new thing to him. He would fall right into
Jerry’s trap and none of them would make it out alive.

If Stephanie and Christal were still alive,
that was. He had no way of knowing. He was putting his faith in a
man who clearly hated him, one who wanted nothing more than his
death. Oh, it might have been simply about the money at first, but
things had changed, hadn’t they?

The house was just too big. Jerusalem Garrett
could be in any of a million hiding places waiting for the
opportune moment, the instant Michael let his guard down.

On the second floor, Michael walked with his
back to the wall. He’d seen it in movies, and it seemed like the
safest means of approach.

Twenty years was a long time and despite his
familiarity with the house, he wasn’t quite sure which door led to
the bath. There were doors on both side of the long hall, which
stretched on into darkness. If not for the skylights at the front
of the house, the dusty, dingy glass allowing slices of sunlight
in, he would be in complete darkness.

Slowly, he moved to the first door, put his
hand out to the cut crystal knob, but stopped short when his eye
caught something on a door a little farther down. He moved quickly,
caution out the window.

Another piece of paper, similar to the one
tacked to the front door read: Here. He reached for the knob,
turned it slowly and eased the door open.

And was about brained for his efforts.

He hit the ground hard and was just bringing
the Kimber up when Stephanie moved over him.

“Michael,” she exclaimed. The excitement in
her voice and the joy plastered all over her face gave him the
feeling of fire in his chest.

“Stephanie,” he said as he got up. As he
moved he noticed his finger was wrapped tightly around the gun’s
trigger. Just how close had he come to shooting her? Too close, he
knew. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” she said breathlessly. She dropped the
rod she’d been carrying. It thunked to the floor and she ran to
him. He was raising his arms to receive her when the powerful arm
came up behind him and yanked him up by his neck.

In his periphery, he saw Stephanie blanch and
jump back. The Kimber was knocked from his hand before his mind
could understand that he was caught. It dropped to the ground with
the same thunk as the rod and Michael heard it sliding across the
floor. He raised an elbow, fully intending to smash it down in
Jerry’s ribs. There was a bite at his neck and the pressure
increased. It was the tip of a knife blade. An all too familiar
voice was in his ear.

“Old buddy, old pal. We’re together again.”
Jerry’s voice sent a shiver up Michael’s spine.

“Let him go, you bastard. Let him go!”
Stephanie had spunk, Michael had to give her that, but it wasn’t
going to help them. Nothing was going to help them.

“Mrs. Cole, if you’d be so kind, to step out
of the bathroom and take a right.” She hesitated. “Don’t worry,
dear, we’ll be right behind you.”

Slowly, as if moving through warm oil,
Stephanie did as instructed.

“This knife is a centimeter above your
jugular. Move, it comes slicing down. Nothing and no one can save
you then,” Michael heard his old friend say. But he didn’t nod,
didn’t so much as breathe.

Jerry pushed towards him and he took a step,
following his wife.

They walked several steps and Jerry spoke,
“Stop here. The door to your left.”

While Michael hadn’t been able to remember a
bathroom from a closet, moments ago, he did remember this door.
There was no way he could forget it. This was the room in which
Dalton Garrett and subsequently, Shelia Beavers had been murdered,
essentially in cold blood. You could call it a crime of passion,
but that wasn’t what it was. It was cold blooded, premeditated
murder.

Opening the door for the trio, Stephanie
stepped in. “Home sweet home, Mikey. Home sweet home.” Christal
wasn’t in the room. That meant one of three things: she was being
held somewhere else in the house, she wasn’t here at all, or the
third, which chilled him, she was already…

Enough of this bullshit, Michael thought. I’m
not a freaking hog being led to slaughter. I’m a man, with a family
to protect. He looked at Stephanie one more time—God she’s
beautiful—and then he went into action.

 


* * *

 


It took Christal close to half an hour to
make it less than a quarter mile. By the time she broke from the
trees to the rear of an old cabin, she was covered in scratches and
cuts and scrapes. Red welts covered her where the skin wasn’t
broken and she was more than a little uncomfortable. Brer Rabbit
she wasn’t.

Despite the close proximity of the cabin to
the house, she had to try it. She knew that time was of the
essence, and already the sun had turned from golden to red and was
sinking lower and lower into the western sky with each passing
minute.

The yard wasn’t much better maintained than
the house she’d just left and the place was in need of some serious
repair, but there was an old, rusted Ford parked at the side of the
cabin and she could hear voices, most likely from a radio or TV
coming through an open window.

She looked down and saw the red stains across
her pants legs. She wiped the tears from her eyes and the saltiness
of her sorrow burned the cuts on the back of her hand.

She walked slowly. She hadn’t come this far
just be recaptured by her kidnapper. If she did that, there would
be no help for her mother. The yard was short, only about twenty
steps from the trees to the backdoor. And although she moved
slowly, she was at that door too quickly for her fears to
settle.

Christal raised a hand to knock on the door
but she didn’t get the chance before the gruff voice behind her
said, “What you think you a-doin’?”

Startled, Christal spun around—

And looked up at the old, grey-haired man in
overalls. His wild, crazy hair and the twitchy look of his eyes
isn’t what scared her the most, no, what scared her most was the
long, double-barreled shotgun he held in his hands. One end against
his shoulder, the other—the business end—pointed down at her.

 


Thirty Six

 


Now

 


The fight, unfortunately, didn’t last
long.

Slipping his hand up between himself and the
blade, Michael stomped down on Jerry’s foot and twirled at the
exact moment, shoving the blade away from his neck and jugular.
Caught off guard, Jerry was knocked backwards and almost tipped
over.

But not quite.

And when he came back, he came back with a
vengeance. He moved like a prizefighter. The blade he held was
indeed a knife. A very ornate, very sharp looking straight knife.
“You son of a bitch,” he said as he arced the blade within inches
of Michael’s face. “Can’t you do anything easy?”

Michael felt the wind as the blade shushed
by. “Not when it comes to you, Jerusalem.”

Swinging out wildly with his right, Michael
got a taste of the blade’s bite. Slicing through the flesh of his
arm like cutting through warm butter, the knife dug in at least an
inch. Pain like white hot fire erupted in his arm. But he didn’t
falter. As Jerry advanced, Michael realized he was being backed
into a corner. That was nowhere to be.

Keeping his eye trained on the knife, Michael
ducked his head low and rammed his attacker. The top of his
shoulder struck Jerry right above the stomach and drove him back
several feet. But there was still a lot of fight left in him. He
rained blows down on Michael’s back. They hurt like hell, but
Michael was determined and he took them in stride. They knocked
against a wall. Using his uninjured left hand, he landed three good
kidney punches in quick succession.

But despite adrenalin and determination, he
couldn’t ignore Jerry’s next move. Jerry brought the knife high, as
far as he could reach and then slammed it down, not burying the
blade into his foe, but cracking Michael’s skull with the
handle.

Michael dropped then and didn’t move. Not at
all.

 


* * *



Stephanie looked on. She wanted to do
something, but she had no idea how to help. Both Michael and the
attacker were large men, but Michael didn’t have the advantage of a
weapon. He was taking a good beating, but he was landing a few
strikes of his own. Still, it didn’t look good for her husband.

When he dropped, unconscious, she realized
the end had finally come. Michael had indeed tried to rescue her,
but there was little he could do against the well prepared
abductor.

Then she remembered the gun he’d been holding
in his hand when she’d swung the shower rod at him.

She saw the same spark of realization in the
man with the knife and they both, at the exact same instant,
started off. Though she’d been the first one to enter the bedroom,
the fight had brought the kidnapper deep inside as well. As it was,
she was the closest and she used every ounce of speed she had to
propel her through the door. She heard him slam against the doorway
at her heels but she didn’t stop. She could see the gun. So close.
Less than ten feet away.

Eight feet.

Six.

Three.

And then she was pulled away from salvation
like a chick plucked from its nest. She landed hard on her back.
She felt a hand dig through her hair and then she was yanked back
into the bedroom. She fought…hard. She flailed and bucked and
screamed but it made no difference. In fact, the harder she
resisted the more intense the pain in her head became. So, though
her will was strong, she found herself actually helping the
kidnapper, using her feet to slide her in his direction. When they
reached the bed, he pulled even harder. She thought her hair was
going to pull free from its roots before she got to her feet.

“You stupid bitch! You foolish, pill-popping
whore!” He slammed her down in the bed. Dust billowed out from the
sheets. Bugs scurried this way and that. Stephanie didn’t have a
moment’s time to rebel because his forearm was already across her
throat, squeezing down on her windpipe. This was one strong man to
be holding her down with one arm, but he was doing just that and it
didn’t look like it was giving him too much trouble.

“Let me go,” she tried to say but it came out
like frog talk. It was harder and harder to draw breath.

He laid his knife down on her stomach,
apparently confident that though it was so very close, she could do
nothing. He was right. Stars began to twinkle in her eyes. The
light of one single lamp on the bedside table seemed to grow dimmer
and dimmer. Before she knew it she was out. She knew she was
passing out. She tried to take in air through her nose, through her
mouth, but it was fruitless.

When her eyelids sealed themselves against
the impending horror of her own demise, Stephanie Cole had but one
thing on her mind. Had Christal reached safety?

 


* * *

 


Darkness.

The sensation of movement. Being tugged and
then swaying side to side like a ship at sea.

They say that motion sickness is a defense
mechanism against neurotoxins.
The brain is responsible for inducing vomiting when poisons are
detected, and for resolving conflicts between vision and balance.
When feeling motion but not seeing it, the inner ear tells the
brain that it senses motion, but the eyes tell the brain that
everything is still. As a result of the disagreement, the brain
will determine that the eyes are hallucinating,
and then it decides that the hallucination is due to poison
ingestion. In response, the brain will induce vomiting to eject the
poison. If Michael had any coherent thought he would have agreed
because he was not in a car, not on a boat, and not in an
airplane.

But his stomach felt just as horrible and his
body begged relief.

His eyes were shut tight and they were not
about to open themselves.

In that chasm between conscious thought and
unconsciousness, Michael Cole wasn’t really Michael Cole at all.
Just brain activity within a husk of organic material. His thoughts
did not transfer into actions and he felt nothing but that horrible
sensation of movement. He felt neither the floor beneath him nor
the hands dragging him by his ankles.

He just was, and if he didn’t wake soon to
protect and defend himself, he wouldn’t be even that for long.

 


 


Thirty Seven

 


Now

 


“Wake up!” someone screamed. The shout was
repeated twice before Michael could fully rouse himself. When he
did, he saw that it wasn’t good old Saint Peter’s angry voice he
awoke to, and no pearly gates waited beyond. Nor was he in the
underworld about to begin his sentence in Hell. He was, however, in
his own personal hell, just as he had been before blacking out.

Michael was tied to the bed. Stephanie, who
still clung to life as well, was tied in a sitting position next to
him on his right. The irony was not lost on Michael. This was
exactly the same way in which Jerry’s father and girlfriend had
been restrained just before…

“Morning, folks,” Jerry said. He was standing
at the foot of the bed. The room was draped in shadow, with only
the bedside lamp’s weak glow. It looked like a new one, cheap, but
new.

Michael instinctively tested the bindings. He
wasn’t going anywhere soon. Realizing he and Stephanie were not
gagged, he softly asked, “Are you okay?”

She had the strength to look up at him, but
that was about it. Nothing more.

“I’m sorry,” he said even softer.

“Well, well, since we’re all together now I
believe it’s time for introductions. You see, Mike, I haven’t been
properly introduced to your beautiful wife here. Would you like to
do the honors or shall I?”

“Where’s Christal? Where’s my daughter? If
you’ve hurt one hair on her head I’ll—”

“You’ll do nothing, Mikey. Absolutely
nothing.” Jerry was angry, his voice was raised.

Michael merely glared.

After calming himself, he spoke again. “Mrs.
Cole, I’m sure your husband has spoken of me. My name is Jerusalem
Garret, Jerry for short. Me and Mikey go way back.” It looked as if
he were searching her face for any indication of recognition.
Finding none, he continued, “Nope? Mikey, I’m truly hurt. We were
friends for a long time. Had a lot of fun together. Now, I find you
haven’t even told your wife, your life partner about me?”

Michael bit his lip, fighting back a wave of
nausea left over from the strike to his head.

“Not really surprising, I suppose. You are a
man with many secrets, aren’t you?” Jerry turned his attention to
Stephanie. “Many secrets. And not just those involving infidelity,
I assure you.”

“What’s this got to do with anything?”
Michael asked.

“Oh, hold your horses, old pal. I’ve worked
hard and sacrificed a lot for this moment. I plan to enjoy it as
much as absolutely possible.”

“This is between you and me.” Nodding his
head to his wife, he said, “She’s got nothing to do with it.”

“Chivalrous to the end, eh? Isn’t this what
started the whole fucking thing?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, don’t you? Twenty years is a long time,
but not nearly long enough to bury the memory of betraying your
best friend, your blood brother, and kill a man.”

Regardless of how weak she was, Stephanie
looked up. She didn’t say a thing. She didn’t have to.

“That was an accident. You know that.”
Michael was seething.

“Accident, mistake, or planned. It makes no
difference. In the end he’s just as dead. And then her.” He slurred
the last word as if Shelia wasn’t important enough to give name
to.

“Hard to believe that was twenty years ago. A
lot of things change in twenty years, don’t they?” He stopped for a
moment. He wasn’t expecting an answer, but paused as he stepped to
the closet, where it looked like he was retrieving something.
Michael couldn’t see what it was until he was back at the foot of
the bed. A five-gallon plastic gasoline container. “You become the
richest man in town, probably in the state, and I, well, I’ve been
to hell and back.”

“You left that night. I never saw you again.
Until now.”

“Well, it was my house, and my father and
girlfriend were murdered. It was my father’s gun. At the time,
despite you running off on me like a little bitch, I felt the need
to protect you.” Holding the gasoline can with both hands, he
started dousing the wooden floor of the bedroom with generous
amounts of the highly combustible and flammable gasoline. “After
you took off, I wiped the gun clean, getting rid of your
fingerprints. I dealt with Shelia. Packed a bag, grabbed some cash
and was out of here.” He stopped with the gas for just a moment on
Michael’s side of the bed. “Do you have any idea where an
eighteen-year-old kid wanted for murder has to go to not get
arrested for double homicide?”

“No,” Michael admitted. And he didn’t really
care. But the gas really scared him. Michael didn’t truly fear
death, but for he and Stephanie to be burned alive, well, yes, that
was about as frightening as it got. The longer he could keep Jerry
talking, the more time he had to think of something to get them out
of this mess.

“Well, let’s just say some places I stayed
made the cell I would have ended up in for the killings, not look
very bad at all. I had to earn a living, while you went to school
on the money my father left you in his will. Ha, how ironic is
that?”

It was true, Dalton Garrett not only treated
Michael like a son, he’d also left money in his will to help him
through college. In truth, it was more than enough to pay for his
education. The remainder, coupled with the small loan he’d gotten
from Stephanie’s father, meant he never had to even approach a bank
to get his start.

“It was an accident, Jerry.”

“Yeah. Well, what I’ve seen in the last two
decades, friend, was no accident. You owe me for saving your
ass.”

“Whatever you want, Jerry. I’ll pay,
Goddammit! I’ll pay. Just let us go.”

“No, fella. A bit too late for that.” He
started dousing the room with gas again. “In those twenty years, I
did a lot of things that would make your skin crawl. Hell, they
made my skin crawl. But I did them because I had to. In all that
time, the only kindness I ever found was with a woman. One woman. A
poor, but beautiful young woman from the Caribbean. You know her,
don’t you? Her name was Trista. And out of all the people in this
fucked up world of ours, a world where the fat, weak-hearted Mikey
Coles of the world rise up and make the cover Entrepreneur
Magazine, she was the only one who gave a damn about me. And you
took her away.”

Jerry trailed the gasoline from where he
stood in the middle of the room to the door before tossing away the
empty can.

“Michael,” Stephanie whispered.

He looked at her, saw defeat etched in her
face. He couldn’t meet her eyes. He just hung his head.

“I don’t want to die, Michael. I don’t want
to.” She was crying, the tears trailing down her cheeks reflecting
the weak lamp light. Through the heavy drapes on the windows,
Michael couldn’t tell if it was still light out or not.

“I hate to hear that Mrs. Cole. I truly do.
But, you see, your husband has left me with no alternative. And
believe me when I say, you’re better off this way. Your hubby here
has ruined a lot of lives. Hell, he can’t even keep his pecker in
his pants long enough for it to get scared of the dark. Trista was
just the last in a long list.”

“Trista?” Stephanie asked. “She was the black
girl in the video?”

“Yes,” the word came almost breathlessly out
of Michael’s mouth.

“You see, old pregnant Carrie knew Michael
here was a married man. She accepted that, but when faced with
seeing her suitor bed an exotic woman he’d just met while away on a
trip, forgetting to call her, hours before she admitted she was
having his child, well… She was a very fragile girl, I’m afraid.
When she found out about your little fling, she couldn’t face
bringing your child into the world all alone.”

Michael understood that this was no movie;
Jerusalem was not the clichéd madman about to divulge his master
plan. He wasn’t wasting a single word. The things he was saying
were only tools, weapons, to break Michael down further in front of
Stephanie. That’s what this had been about all along. Destroying
him. The money might have been a motivator in the beginning, but it
had never been Jerry’s true drive. Now, in these final moments, he
was killing Michael in his wife’s eyes. It was still amazing to
Michael, as he faced death, how much that hurt.
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Jerry could kill him—at least he had a reason
to do that—but there was no way in hell that Michael was about to
let him take Stephanie’s life. She wasn’t involved in the things
from the past. She was a innocent. There had to be a way out of
here, and Michael was going to figure it out, damn it.

It took but one look at his wife’s downward
glance to know that even if they did make it out alive, whatever
was left of their marriage was gone, dead and buried.

“You know, if you kill me, you’ll never get
the money?” Michael tried to steel his voice, but the taunt fell
flat to his own ears.

“Money? Fuck the money, you fucker! Do you
think the money means anything now? What if I just slit your
bitch’s throat,” he emphasized his words with a slitting motion,
using his thumb like a blade, “and then put a bullet between your
daughter’s eyes? Would a nice fat check make you feel any
better?”

“Of course not,” Michael blurted. He was
about to say something else, but Jerry beat him to it.
Unfortunately, not with words.

It wasn’t a knife. Or even a gun this time.
It was something much worse, and much more appropriate. A Zippo
lighter. Simple chrome. Deadly in its easy simplicity.

Michael’s wrist was killing him, the skin
chaffed almost to the bone. But it had been worth it. He was a
hair’s breath from freedom when Jerry, issuing a flick of his
thumb, popped the top on the lighter.

Before the flint was struck, he had use of
both hands. Michael’s fingers sought out the knot in the cord,
finding it quickly, only hoping it was quick enough. The knot was
proving to be a tougher row to hoe than working the loops that had
bound his hands. Still, while breath coursed through his body, he
was not about to admit defeat.

He needed time. Not much, just enough.

“What do you plan to do? Just walk away,
Jerry? There are dead bodies all over town. You can’t just walk
away from that. This isn’t the eighties. This the decade of CSI and
trace evidence.”

“If getting caught were ever a consideration
of mine, Mikey, I’d have bowed out of the game years ago.” The pad
of his thumb rolled down the spin wheel, friction on the flint
sparking a flame.

But Michael’s right cross to his temple
brought an undoubtedly brighter spark to Jerry’s eyesight. Caught
unaware, his attention more on the lighter than what he thought
were helpless, bound, victims, he was completely unprepared for the
ferocity of the attack.

The Zippo, the fire still rising three
inches, flipped from Jerry’s hand as the punch knocked into his
body which felt like the consistency of warm jelly. The Zippo
dropped to the floor a good six feet away and unfortunately, a
modest amount of gasoline covered the old wooden floor where it
landed.

Before Jerry could recover, a whoosh of
flames erupted from the spilled gasoline. The furnace flamed up
several feet high, again distracting him. Michael, who’d prepared
himself for the flare up, still flinched, but reached for the chair
of the dressing mirror, brought it up over his head and swung it
down—hard.

The wood splintered, and so did Jerry.
Finally, the bastard was down, even dazed. Michael had to move. The
fire was growing by the second, eating up the floor. By either a
need to conserve or pure oversight, Jerry had failed to splash the
bed with the flammable fuel. But that was only a temporary
reprieve. In no time at all the dried up old mattress, rotted set
of boxed springs, and petrified frame would go up like kindling in
a campfire.

A leg of the chair lay at his feet. He
scooped it up and brought it down twice, like a club, on Jerry’s
head for good measure. And then he was at Stephanie. In the throes
of his excitement, his hand-eye coordination suffered. The rope,
while as bone dry as his had been, felt slippery with oil in his
fingers and as pliable as warm clay. But his determination was not
about to be undone.

“Hurry,” she whispered, her face alive with
new hope.

“Where’s my daughter?” he asked as he worked
at the ropes. “Where’s Christal?”

“She got away. She went for help. No matter
what, she’s safe.”

Michael merely nodded, relief coursing
through him. But they weren’t out of the woods yet. As a matter of
fact, the race to the finish line had just intensified. He suddenly
had a reason to live again. A reason to not only get Stephanie
free, but to save himself as well.

“Michael, behind you!” Stephanie shouted.

He turned just in time. Jerry was on his feet
brandishing a piece of the broken chair in his hands like a
Louisville Slugger. The adrenaline must’ve really been doing a
number to his system. Everything seemed to be in slow motion,
everything except him, that was. He stepped into Jerry, raising his
left arm high, knocking away the glancing blow before it could pick
up power. Michael throttled his adversary by the neck, digging his
fingers deep into the soft flesh.

Jerry’s eyeballs bulged; the already thin air
of the smoke-filled room denied him breath. Moving as if his very
life depended on it—which, actually it did—Michael pushed the
bigger man back, ramming him into a wall. Flame closed in on both
sides. That’s when Jerry did something completely unexpected.

He dropped, limp against Michael, the fight
gone out of him. It’s a ploy, Michael’s mind screamed, but the
scream never reached the part of his brain that controlled action.
Even as his thought processes scrambled to make sense of the dead
fish flail of Jerry’s body, it instinctively weakened its attack in
compensation.

It was only a split second flick in the
armor.

But it was enough.

Michael was thrashed by a mighty blow to his
jaw, an impromptu uppercut that slammed his teeth together and
jiggled his jawbones. Knocked in a one hundred eighty degree turn,
his eyes fell to where Stephanie was just coming off the bed,
before his knees gave out and he was, once again, on the floor. If
he survived this at all, he hoped his insurance would cover the
traction he would have to endure for the rest of his life.

That was a silly thought. Even as his
forehead cracked against the wooden floor, the black acrid smoke
billowing like an angry beast inside the room, he knew the show was
over. The curtain was about to fall. The farm had been bought and
the bucket kicked.

And then Stephanie’s scream brought him back
from the brink as she attempted to dash past. Jerry had grabbed her
and was forcing her with a hand on the back of her neck into a
towering wall of flame.

With the force of a cornered lion, he leapt
from the floor and flew into Jerusalem Garret, his blood brother,
his friend to the end. The momentum of Michael’s body tore
Stephanie loose from Jerry’s grasp. She tottered but kept her
footing. Jerry and Michael, however, flew right through the flame
and disappeared from her sight.

Something in the ceiling, which the fire had
been licking like icing on a cake for several minutes, gave way and
the entire house seemed to groan, debris began falling like a
thunderstorm in April. Stephanie, seeing no alternative, fled the
room.

 


* * *



“Old buddy, old pal,” Michael sneered. He and
Jerry were squared off within a ring of fire, the flames reaching
from floor to ceiling. With only about six feet in which they would
not be burned to a crisp, they were close and would get much
closer.

“The hell with this.” Jerry cracked his neck,
first to the left, then to the right. “I should have put a bullet
in you from a hundred yards.”

“I’ll have to second that. But you didn’t.
You wanted to make it personal. It doesn’t get any more personal
than this.”

Michael was not trained in the martial arts.
He was, in fact, not trained in any type of coordinated fighting
style. What he knew he learned on the fly, in the cornfields, back
alleys, and city parks of his youth. His front kick landed
precisely in Jerry’s solar plexus with all the might Michael could
muster. It was a very good kick, relying on the snap of his knee
for its power and delivering its force through the flat bottom of
his foot.

Jerry was pushed backwards two feet. There’d
been only a foot and a half between him and the fire. As soon as
his body came to a stop from the kick, he screamed so loudly, so
shrilly that Michael thought that would be it.

He was mistaken.

When Jerry moved out of the raging orange
hell, his shirt and pants were aflame. Like a pyrotechnic show gone
awry, he came at Michael. Arms waving, his voice bellowing, he
still had the urge to kill, the flames hadn’t burned that away.

The speed with which his body propelled
itself only fed the fire that clung to Jerry like an ill-fitting
suit. But he cared little, it seemed. He was committed to his
actions. A fearsome sight, Michael took the slightest heartbeat to
watch, horrified. And then, all too soon, Jerry was upon him. The
stench of burning cloth and charred flesh filled his nostrils as
Michael did the only thing he could think of.

He twisted away, fell in behind Jerry and
landed a punch to his kidneys. Jerusalem’s body was covered in fire
and just that fraction of a second when Michael’s knuckles came in
contact with his body was enough to burn them, quite badly. Still
it was a powerful hit, enough to launch Jerry forward into another
high wall of flame. The whole room was now aflame with the
exception of their little ring of death, the temperature rising
higher and higher, the air thinning more and more. The smoke which
had undoubtedly found a means of escape, had decided that it no
longer wanted to flow out into the world of light and wind and sky,
but instead wanted to build up inside the house, choking off its
two lone occupants. Michael was wracked by severe coughing.

Had he fought until his body felt like a sack
of pulverized calcium, just to be smothered by the smoke?

The smoke was worse than the fire, it seemed.
As long as he stayed out of reach of the constant, sizzling licks
of the flame, he was safe. But the smoke was something else
entirely. It filled every square inch of space. It’s acrid,
gasoline-infused form with traces of a home left long abandoned,
scorched Michael’s throat like deadly acid. He was getting
lightheaded and the room began a sickening spin, an all too real
tilt-a-whirl.

And then Jerry emerged from the glowing
curtain of death.

Or, more appropriately, what had been Jerry
Garrett. The fire had left him far from unscathed. His skin looked
liquid in places, blackened and crispy in others.

And by some miracle, Jerry still walked. For
a moment, at least. Free from the fire, he collapsed, steam and
smoke trailing from his ruined and destroyed body. Michael watched
as his back rose one final time in a ragged breath and then fell
still.

It was over.

Michael looked around, scanned his little
ring. The walls of flame were impenetrable. With everything else
around him now fuel for the fire, his little spot of safety was
next. The fire came closer, inch by inch, but it was coming just
the same.

Yes, it really was over.

And then, the whole world seemed to crash
down on him. Ceilings, walls, perhaps even floors. It was like
thunder, but infinitely louder. And then the room was gone.
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Marvin Dexter had lived in his cabin way up
out of Benedict for a long time. While his three acre lot was
nothing fancy, it was his little slice of heaven. Marvin had long
ago consigned himself to lifelong bachelorhood and with no living
relatives or any close friends, he found even going into town for
food and supplies was becoming more and more a chore. At
seventy-three—still smoking two packs of Pall Malls a day and
drinking himself to sleep with Keystone Light every night—he was
just about as reclusive a figure as the county had ever seen. He
paid most of his bills through the mail and had no telephone or
television. Electricity was his most luxurious service and he read
stacks of Louis Lamour when he wasn’t napping in his old, broken
down recliner. As it was, it’d been three weeks, at least, since
he’d fired up his aged Ford and driven down the hillside into
town.

The little girl standing at his back door
looking like she’d seen a ghost was the first person he’d seen
since that last trip. Ordinarily Henry, his mutt, would have
alerted him to a stranger’s presence, but Marvin had to take him
out in the woods just Tuesday before last and put him down. He’d
caught rabies and there was nothing else to be done. Marvin didn’t
anticipate replacing his old friend. He’d buried too many dogs
during his life and wouldn’t bury another. When he’d first caught
sight of the girl, he’d taken her for being older—a trick of his
old, weak eyes—and thought she was either about to rob him or
vandalize his cabin. Both had been done before. But when he
approached her and put the shotgun to her, he saw she was nothing
but a child, a baby, really.

“Please, mister, don’t shoot.” She’d said.
She’d been in bad shape. Looking like she’d walked ten miles
through the woods and knocked into every tree, branch, and briar
bush she came to, Marvin’s crusty old heart had gone out to
her.

Despite himself, he’d believed her story. And
boy, what a story it was. But when she described the old Garrett
house so well, perfectly, the deal was sealed. Marvin remembered
what’d happened there back in the eighties. He was much more social
then, a young man in his fifties. Nothing about that place would
surprise him. But without a phone, without any way to contact the
authorities, he did the only thing he knew to do.

“Come on, girl,” he’d told the little beauty.
“Let’s go get your mama.”

But he’d seen the smoke before there were out
of his rutted gravel driveway. Black as tar, it billowed high into
the darkening sky. Nope, not a good sign. By the time they’d
reached the gate at the Garrett house the flames were stretching
higher than the trees. Something sank in old Marvin’s stomach.

He came to a stop halfway down the drive.

Looking down at his passenger, Marvin, who
hadn’t shed a tear for anything besides a long line of canine
companions in decades, choked up. After a long second he looked
back at the house. The inferno was raging. Flames licked out of
every window on the front and already the huge, hulking monstrosity
of a house—a fine example in greed, Marvin reckoned—was blackened,
the walls disintegrating before his very eyes.

The little girl—he didn’t even know her
name—sat close to her door. Her eyes were on the fire as well, and
he could see the slightest of shivers coursing through her.

Marvin slid the truck into reverse. Gently,
using the rearview, he started back to the road. There were things
to be done. While it was too late for the fire department to do
anything, he had to get the girl somewhere. Where, he didn’t know.
Maybe the police, maybe a hospital, he’d just have to play it by
ear. But, Marvin knew, he wouldn’t leave this child’s side until he
was sure she was safe.

The old engine groaned as it began reversing
down the drive. Suddenly the girl reached for the door handle and
before Marvin could mutter a world, she’d swung the heavy door open
and jumped out. He watched as her feet hit the ground and shot off
into a run. He thought the girl had flipped out at seeing the house
aflame, but then he saw something else. From the far corner of the
house, out from the smoke a form appeared. It took Marvin’s eyes a
few seconds to recognize the pitiable figure in the waning evening
light. It was a woman, dirty and soot-covered, but a woman. He saw
the little girl close the distance in the blink of an eye and then,
just as she reached the lady, she jumped into her arms. The little
girl wrapped her arms around the woman, who had to be the mother,
and she wrapped her arms just as tightly as her daughter.

It was right about then that Marvin decided
he’d go looking for a friend to replace Henry.

 


* * *

 


“Mommy! Mommy!” Christal shouted with every
ounce of air in her lungs. Her legs were rubbery weak from all the
exertion of the day, but they still pumped like pistons. She’d
given up all hope as soon as she saw how big the fire had gotten,
so seeing her mother was the best surprise ever.

She squeezed as hard as she could, relief
flooding through her. “Mommy, I love you.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart,” her mother
whispered into her ear. “I love you so very much.”

Stephanie Cole stumbled then, almost dropping
Christal. She understood her mother was weak, so she stood up on
her own. Her mother was very dirty. Covered in black, she smelled
like she herself had been on fire.

Stephanie knelt down, looking her daughter
directly in the eyes. Christal could see that over her shoulder her
mother spotted the old man and his truck. “It’s okay. He’s a nice
man. He’s got funny hair, but he’s real nice.”

Stephanie nodded as if that explained
everything.

“Baby girl, I have to tell you something,
okay?” That sounded bad enough, but when her mother lowered her
head, Christal knew whatever her mother was about to say was really
bad.

 


* * *



Stephanie didn’t even know where to start.
She’d barely managed to escape being roasted alive, only to find
Christal safe, unharmed. Well, save for a few scratches and torn
clothing. As she’d left Michael back in the house, she knew there
was no reason for her to leave. Without her family, she might as
well be kindling herself.

But here was Christal. And with Christal a
life that moments ago, seemed no longer worth living, had meaning
after all. She’d been so close, even after all she’d been through,
to just toss herself on the flames, set her body afire and save
herself from facing a world alone. If she’d done that, she now
realized, she’d be leaving this beautiful child an orphan in this
cruel world.

How do you tell your daughter her father is
dead?

There’s no easy way. Stephanie knew she
wasn’t the first mother to ever have to impart such crushing news,
but knowing that didn’t make this a damn bit easier. And she had to
tell her now. While the adrenalin from escaping still coursed
through her. Christal had a right to know. She also had the right
to know that no matter what was said about Michael Cole after this
evening, he was a decent man. He was not a great man, perhaps not
even a good man. But he loved Christal to no bounds and he’d
proved, if there’d been any doubt, that he loved Stephanie.

Christal would learn of the affairs her
father had. She’d learn, no doubt, that he’d killed people, though
one might have indeed been an accident, the other purely necessity,
but killed just the same. Took their lives like his had been taken:
too soon.

She stroked Christal’s arms lightly, feeling
the warmth of her blood as it coursed through her body. If what had
transpired here today had not ended her childhood, what Stephanie
was about to say surely would. Goodbye innocence.

“Christal, honey, I hate to tell you this,
but,” she began.

“Daddy! Daddy!” Christal shouted. She broke
free from her mother. Jumping up and down and waving her arms she
continued to shout. Stephanie turned to look behind her and there,
lo and behold, stepping through smoke was Michael Cole. If she
looked as bad as she felt, she couldn’t begin to image how her
husband felt. He was black from head to toe, holes were burned
through his shirt and one pant leg was ripped.

He fell to a knee when he was out of the
smoke, arms wide open, waiting for Christal to reach him.

 


 


Forty

 


After

 


Secrets are funny things. Like treasures,
they are held close and only handled with care. The longer one is
kept hidden, the stronger a secret grows. Held for too long, it
begins to poison the body and the mind. Some say secrets are
necessary in life. Others say truth will set you free. Regardless
of which is true, no secret can be held forever.

Michael Cole sat in an Adirondack chair near
the front door of his rented apartment. He watched the traffic as
it went by, not noticing one car from the other. His mind was
turned inward and the world around him was not even a quiet
distraction.

Three weeks had passed since the events at
the Garrett house. His whole life had changed in that short time.
He had been arrested and charged with multiple homicides. With the
help of his attorney and twenty thousand dollars in cash, he’d been
set free under his own recognizance. None of that mattered. He knew
he had done nothing illegal. The deaths he had caused were
justified. A court of law would either clear him or not. He would
be free or he would not be. There was nothing he could do about
that.

He still ran his business, but from his
living room now, on a phone.

A half hour passed as he sat quietly.
Stephanie pulled into the drive, Christal sitting beside her in the
front. That there, in the concrete drive, that was what mattered.
Nothing else.

Christal opened her door and came his way. He
stood, his smile returning from a long absence.

“Hey kiddo,” he called as he stepped down the
porch steps.

“Hi, Daddy.”

Michael Cole waved at Stephanie even as she
was pulling away. The divorce papers had been signed almost
immediately, and that, too, was just a matter of time. With his
dirtiest secrets revealed, there was little to be done. There is
scant chance of salvage when the heart has been betrayed.

Michael and Christal made their way in. It
was only a few hours, once a week, but it was Michael’s whole world
now.

Still walking with a limp, he closed the door
once they were inside. The apartment was nothing fancy and the
furnishings were modest. He had to learn to live on a budget; he’d
given almost everything to Stephanie and Christal, keeping only
enough to last him a few months. When that was gone, well, he’d
figure something out. He couldn’t repay his sins with money, but he
wanted his estranged wife and child to want for nothing.

They watched television, or at least had it
turned on. They talked mostly, Michael playing silly and his
daughter laughing with glee. Things that should have been done when
times were good, but he’d just been too busy.

Far too soon, a knock came at the door.

Michael and Christal were in the kitchen,
making ice cream sundaes. He was learning more and more that his
daughter was becoming a young woman. Something he’d been blind to.
When the sound reached them, both of their faces went solemn.
Michael’s because the time he’d looked forward to all week long, a
precious time worth more than all the jewels and gold in the world,
had came to an end. Christal’s, because no matter what, she loved
her father. While she was smart enough to know he had done some bad
things and that he and her mother would never get back together,
she longed for the past when, despite the hour, she would never
find good sleep until he was home, had cracked the door, and not
knowing whether she heard him or not, told her he loved her. She’d
never tell him, but on the nights that he wasn’t out of town and
she failed to hear him say it was when tired and groggy, she’d
drifted away. But she dreamed it.

“Come on, let’s get your things,” Michael
said. “You can take your ice cream with you.”

Resigned, the girl nodded. Scooping up her
sundae and a long handled spoon, she followed him into the living
room.

As soon as the door was opened, Stephanie
stepped in. Her arms were weighed down with brown paper sacks with
more than just a little splattering of grease leaking through.

“Whoa,” Michael said. “What’s all that?”

“Dinner,” she said as she handed Michael the
largest of the bags. “Christal, run out and get the drinks out of
the car, will you?”

Michael and his daughter exchanged a critical
look before jumping into action. The bag was heavy in his hand and
he placed the other underneath in case the already drenched paper
gave out.

As soon as Christal was out the door, he
stopped. “What is this Stephanie? Why…”

She was doing her best to balance the
remaining bags of food. “Listen, Michael. Let’s not make too much
of this. I know you haven’t had a decent meal here since you moved
in. I was hungry; I figured you two were, too. So let’s eat, and
then we won’t be hungry anymore.”

“Does this mean…” he began saying, hating
that he was ruining the moment. Thankfully he was cutoff before he
could finish.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” she breathed
deeply. “Just eat. One bite at a time. One step at a time.”

Those sentences meant a lot more to him than
Michael could or would ever admit. Since the events that had wadded
his life up like so much paper and tossed it away so smugly, he
often thought back to when he and Jerry had taken the blood oath.
He’d wanted a brother so badly back then. Needed a family so
desperately, when his own mother and father turned a blind eye
towards him, or worse, a hard hand. But in the years since, he’d
gained a new family. A true family, which required no slitting of
flesh, no mingling of blood on a side of a creek. He had been
blessed with a woman who had loved him and a daughter who adored
him. It had been his choice, his and his alone, to throw all that
away. In a funny way, he had Jerry to thank for showing him
that.

So come what may, whether a step at a time,
or none at all, Michael Cole had a lot of rebuilding to do. As
Christal sauntered into the kitchen with the cardboard holder full
of paper cups, he knew that this time, right here, right now, was
the best place to start.
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